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I. INTRODUCTION 
On April 16, 2007, tragedy struck the Virginia Tech campus. That morning, a 
suicidal undergraduate student killed thirty-two fellow classmates and faculty before 
turning a gun on himself, in what would become the deadliest school shooting in United 
States history.1  In the aftermath of the horrific event, millions of people from around the 
world sent cards, banners, flowers, mementos, and other numerous forms of ephemeral 
condolences to the university. The sheer number of memorial items that appeared on the 
Virginia Tech campus forced the University Archivist to consider the future of these 
transitory objects, not only as documentation of the aftermath, but also as potential 
healing and research resources. With assistance from the University Union and Student 
Activities (UUSA) group and Virginia Tech University Libraries, the University 
Archivist and part-time employees from Virginia Tech’s Special Collections department 
rapidly compiled a diverse collection of these condolence items, which chronicled the 
extensive outpouring of grief and support following the events of that traumatic day.2  
With few precedents as examples, the archivist at Virginia Tech was confronted with the 
appraisal of an exceptional and highly emotional array of records. In the following days, 
                                                 
1 Note: The events actually unfolded in two separate attacks that morning. The first occurred in West 
Ambler Johnston, a dorm located on the residential side of campus, in which a student and Residential 
Advisor were killed. The second attack took place in Norris Hall, a classroom building located on the 
academic side of campus. 
2 “About the Virginia Tech April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives of the University Libraries (2007-2011),” 
Virginia Tech Special Collections, accessed October 8, 2015. 
http://vtechworks.lib.vt.edu/bitstream/handle/10919/54365/416About2007-
2011.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y. 
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months, and years after the tragedy, employees of Special Collections assembled the 
assortment of sympathy items into the multi-faceted collection, ‘April 16, 2007, 
Condolence Archives.’3
While concerns of copyright and ownership were issues with which Virginia Tech 
had to contend, employees of Special Collections perhaps faced the most harrowing task 
in the process of appraisal. The sole university archivist at the time, Tamara Kennelly, 
was not only unprepared for the proliferation of condolence items on the campus, but was 
also faced with the highly emotional reality of dealing with personal expressions of grief 
intended for murdered fellow faculty and students. In a process often considered to be 
somewhat objective, Kennelly appraised items according to informal benchmarks based 
on advice from employees of the Library of Congress and archivists from universities 
that were in charge of documenting comparable tragedies, including professionals from 
Syracuse University, Oklahoma State University, and Bluffton University.  Based on 
advice from professional colleagues, Kennelly developed a collection devoted to the 
outpouring of grief and support and the memorialization of the victims, rather than an 
unbiased documentation of the events of April 16th.  
Intended as a case study, this paper examines the development of the collection, 
including the establishment of the objective and scope, the appraisal process, and 
exhibition and use. Further, this paper analyzes Special Collections’ decisions on the 
aspects of privacy and copyright of condolence items in the collection. Finally, this case 
study also explores the topics of collection development, material culture and 
                                                 
3 “April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives,” VTechWorks, accessed October 8, 2015, 
http://vtechworks.lib.vt.edu/handle/10919/11385. 
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memorialization, and the development of collective memory in relation to the 
establishment of the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives at Virginia Tech. 
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II. LITERATURE REVIEW  
Overall, literature on the subject of documenting tragedy through archival 
collections is fairly sparse, and a minute examination of the development of the April 16, 
2007, Condolence Archives by the university archivist at Virginia Tech contributes yet 
another research facet to the overall discussion of these archival processes. The following 
section examines the pertinent literature on topics closely associated with the overall 
research on collection development in relation to condolence archives. This literature 
review covers themes such as the generation of spontaneous memorials, the 
documentation of tragedy, the management of sites of trauma, material culture in relation 
to memorialization, the development of collective memory, and the theory of archival 
appraisal. This literature review also explores the events, their aftermaths, and the 
associated collections of condolence materials of three traumatic incidents similar to the 
Virginia Tech shootings—the Oklahoma City bombing (1995), the Columbine High 
School shooting (1999), and the September 11th terrorist attacks (2001)—as precedents 
to the development of the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives at Virginia Tech. Finally, 
this section concludes with a basic overview of the literature devoted to the aftermath of 
the tragedy at Virginia Tech, as well as a discussion on collection development efforts by 
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TEMPORARY MEMORIALS AND SPONTANEOUS SHRINES 
One area of literature pertinent to a case study of the April 16, 2007, Condolence 
Archives is the study of temporary memorials and the development of spontaneous 
shrines associated with atrocities. Scholar Jack Santino is often cited as one of the early, 
premier researchers on the subject. In the first chapter of his editorial work, Spontaneous 
Shrines and the Public Memorialization of Death, Santino states that “spontaneous 
shrines have emerged, both in the United States and internationally, as a primary way to 
mourn those who have died a sudden or shocking death, and to acknowledge the 
circumstances of the deaths.”4  Jeffrey Durbin’s article, “Expressions of Mass Grief and 
Mourning: the Material Culture of Makeshift Memorials,” points out the major 
differences between temporary memorials and permanent markers, noting that temporary 
shrines are “regarded as unsanctioned, spontaneous, and disposable.”5  C. Allen Haney, 
Christina Leimer, and Juliann Lowery, as expressed in Santino’s Spontaneous Shrines, 
contextualize the formation of spontaneous shrines as a new form of American mourning 
ritual; a response to changing forms of tragic death within society.6 
Erika Doss is also an important academic researcher within this field of study. As 
a professor of American Studies at the University of Notre Dame, Doss has published 
multiple works on the subject, including Memorial Mania: Public Feeling in America 
and The Emotional Life of Contemporary Public Memorials : Towards a Theory of 
                                                 
4 Jack Santino, ed., Spontaneous Shrines and the Public Memorialization of Death (New York: Palgrave 
MacMillan, 2006), 5. 
5 Jeffrey Durbin, “Expressions of Mass Grief and Mourning: the Material Culture of Makeshift 
Memorials,” Material Culture 35, no. 1 (January 2003): 27, accessed October 21, 2015. 
6 6 C. Allen Haney, Christina Leimer, and Juliann Lowery, “Spontaneous Memorialization: Violent Death 
and Emerging Mourning Ritual,” Omega: The Journal of Death and Dying 35, no. 2 (January 1997), 
accessed October 20, 2015. 
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Temporary Memorials.7  Her work primarily focuses on the ephemerality of these 
temporary sites of tragedy, as well as the growing trend by Americans to commemorate 
atrocities in a public manner, an obsession which she terms ‘memorial mania.’8 Other 
research includes Marita Sturkin’s Tourists of History: Memory, Kitsch, and 
Consumerism from Oklahoma City to Ground Zero, which primarily focuses on 
memorialization at shrines through the deposit of an ephemeral item, and Sylvia Grider’s 
2001 article, “Spontaneous Shrines: A Modern Response to Tragedy and Disaster,” 
which examines the general history and makeup of these unique landscapes.9   
Grassroots Memorials: The Politics of Memorializing Traumatic Death, is a 
compilation of articles pertinent to this literature review. In chapter four, the author 
(Sylvia Grider) describes the controversial memorialization of victims of shootings 
alongside their perpetrators, examining the case studies of the shootings that occurred at 
Columbine, Virginia Tech, and Northern Illinois University.10  Irene Stengs, a Dutch 
researcher also within this field of study, explores the development of memorials 
following traumatic death in her article “Ephemeral Memorials Against ‘Senseless 
Violence.’”11 This resource also features chapters dedicated to spontaneous shrines 
                                                 
7 Erika Doss, Memorial Mania: Public Feeling in America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010). 
Erika Doss, The Emotional Life of Contemporary Public Memorials: Towards a Theory of Temporary 
Memorials (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2008). 
8 Doss, Memorial Mania, 2. 
9 Marita Sturkin, Tourists of History: Memory, Kitsch, and Consumerism from Oklahoma City to Ground 
Zero (Durham, Duke University Press, 2007). 
Sylvia Grider, “Spontaneous Shrines: A Modern Response to Tragedy and Disaster,” New Directions in 
Folklore 5 (October 2001), accessed October 15, 2015. 
10 Sylvia Grider, “Memorializing Shooters and Their Victims: Columbine, Virginia Tech, and Northern 
Illinois University” in Grassroots Memorials: The Politics of Memorializing Traumatic Death (Remapping 
Cultural History - Volume 12) eds. Peter Jan Margry and Cristina Sanchez-Carretero (New York: Berghahn 
Books, 2011). 
11 Irene Stengs, “Ephemeral Memorials Against “Senseless Violence”” Etnofoor: Anthropologisch 
Tijdschrift 16, no. 2 (2003), accessed October 8, 2015, http://www.jstor.org/stable/25758054. 
  9 
developed after the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks in New York City, which are 
addressed in a later section. 
In this technological era, the development of digital shrines is also an increasingly 
important aspect of the study of spontaneous memorials. University of Denver student 
Sara Hebert’s 2008 master’s thesis “Digital Memorialization: Collective Memory, 
Tragedy, and Participatory Spaces,” provides a comprehensive overview of three forms 
of digital memorials, including videos, social media networking, and virtual worlds.12  
Hebert notes that these forms of spontaneous shrines are even more fragile and fleeting 
than ones compiled of physical items. In relation to the memorialization of victims 
following the Virginia Tech shootings, the chapter “The April 16 Archive: Collecting and 
Preserving Memories of the Virginia Tech Tragedy” in the monograph There is a 
Gunman on Campus: Tragedy and Terror at Virginia Tech, features information on the 
development of the April 16th digital archive, a repository aimed at documenting the 
outpouring of grief during the aftermath. According to the authors of the chapter, Brent 
Jesiek and Jeremy Hunsinger, this informal digital archive of condolence items focused 
on acquiring “materials that: 1) are most likely to get lost with the passage of time; 2) 
provide unique, local, and/or original viewpoints rather than repeating widely known 
facts of knowledge; and 3) are not well-indexed or preserved elsewhere.”13  \ 
 
 
                                                 
12 Sara Hebert, “Digital Memorialization: Collective Memory, Tragedy, and Participatory Spaces” 
(Master’s thesis, University of Denver, 2008). 
13 Jeremy Hunsinger, “The April 16 Archive: Collecting and Preserving Memories of the Virginia Tech 
Tragedy,” in There is a Gunman on Campus: Tragedy and Terror at Virginia Tech, ed. Ben Agger and 
Timothy W. Luke (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2008), 198. Note: The collection 
of digital condolence items is available online at http://www.april16archive.org/. 
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DOCUMENTING TRAGEDY 
The process of documenting tragedy is another essential theme to explore as 
background research into the development of archives devoted to the aftermaths of 
traumatic events. While scholars Kenneth Foote and James O’Toole discuss the 
theoretical significance of archives in relation to documenting tragedies in their articles, 
“To Remember and Forget” and “The Symbolic Significance of Archives,” one of the 
few scholarly sources to directly address the documentation of a school shooting within a 
university archive is Michael Folkert’s master’s thesis from Western Washington 
University, “The Documentation of Tragedy in the Archives: Exploring the Records of 
the Campus Shooting on Northern Illinois University, Collective Memory, and the 
Archivist.”14  This paper thoroughly examines the collection strategies of archivists in the 
development of an archival collection at Northern Illinois University following a 2008 
school shooting. However, Folkert argues “that NIU does a better job than VT at 
balancing documentation and memorializing the victims in their records,” a sweeping 
statement that fails to fully examine the complex objective of the April 16, 2007, 
Condolence Archives at Virginia Tech.15   
Discourse on the presentation of trauma in museums is also relevant to the theme 
of documenting tragedy. Researchers Timothy Brown and Paul Williams discuss this 
                                                 
14 Kenneth E. Foote, “To Remember and Forget,” American Archivist 53 (Summer 1990), accessed October 
9, 2015, http://americanarchivist.org/doi/pdf/10.17723/aarc.53.3.d87u013444j3g6r2. 
James O’Toole, “The Symbolic Significance of Archives,” American Archivist 56, no. 2 (Spring 1993), 
accessed October 15, 2015,  http://www.jstor.org/stable/40293731. 
Michael Folkerts, “The Documentation of Tragedy in the Archives: Exploring the Records of the Campus 
Shooting on Northern Illinois University, Collective Memory, and the Archivist,” (Master’s thesis, Western 
Washington University, 2011). 
15 Folkerts, “The Documentation of Tragedy,” 50. Folkert’s argument fails to note that the objective of the 
April 16, 2007, Condolence Archive is devoted to documenting grief, rather than an objective testimony of 
the events of April 16, 2007. 
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topic in regards to these heritage institutions. In “Trauma, Museums and the Future of 
Pedagogy,” Brown discusses artifacts (and material culture in general) as a direct link to 
trauma.16  Paul Williams also tackles the overall topic of memorial museums in his 
descriptively-titled work, Memorial Museums: The Global Rush to Commemorate 
Atrocities. Williams focuses on the types of artifacts used to document tragedies in 
museums, stating that the three main categories include “first, victims’ remnant personal 
effects and perpetrators’ tools of atrocity; second, bones and other human remains; third, 
public tokens and commemorative offerings.”17  
Scholars Irene Stengs and Jenny Edkins address the topic of documenting tragedy 
through a political lens. Mentioned in the previous section on temporary memorials, 
Steng’s article “Commemorating Victims of ‘Senseless Violence’: Negotiating Ethnic 
Inclusion and Exclusion” in the book Reframing Dutch Culture, specifically states: 
“behind the objects and practices involved [in the placing of mementos at spontaneous 
memorials] lies a world of messages, morals and politics that is deeply embedded in the 
local society.”18  Steng’s article focuses on the topics of race, socioeconomic status, and 
matters of the state in relation to memorials dedicated to tragedy. Jenny Edkin’s 
monograph, Trauma and the Memory of Politics, investigates the documentation of 
traumatic events in terms of power relations. According to Edkins, “events seen as 
traumatic seem to reflect a particular form of intimate bond between personhood and 
                                                 
16 Timothy P. Brown, “Trauma, Museums and the Future of Pedagogy,” Third Text 18, no. 4 (2004): 250, 
accessed October 9, 2015, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0952882042000229854. 
17 Paul Williams, Memorial Museums: The Global Rush to Commemorate Atrocities (New York: Berg 
Publishing, 2007). 
18 Irene Steng, “Commemorating Victims of ‘Senseless Violence’: Negotiating Ethnic Inclusion and 
Exclusion,” in Reframing Dutch Culture: Between Otherness and Authenticity, ed. Peter Margry & H. 
Roodenburg (Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing, 2007). 
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community and, most importantly, they expose the part played by relations of power.”19  
She goes on to further state that “both memory and trauma play a role in the production 
of ourselves as persons and in the maintenance and reproduction of systems of power 
such as the modern state.”20   
MANAGING SITES OF TRAUMA 
As thanatology, or the study of death, becomes ever more prevalent in various 
academic disciplines (including anthropology, sociology, psychology, and history), 
scholarship is increasingly dedicated to the management of sites of tragedy and traumatic 
death. Researcher Maria Tumarkin is a widely cited scholar within the study of tragedy 
sites and geographic landscapes. Initially evident in her 2002 dissertation, “Secret Life of 
Wounded Space: Traumascapes in Contemporary Australia,” Tumarkin conceived the 
term “traumascapes” to explicitly describe sites of atrocities within the geographical 
boundaries of Australia.21  She further defines the term in the monograph version of her 
text, Traumascapes: The Power and Fate of Places Transformed by Tragedy.22  In the 
introduction of this resource, Tumarkin defines traumascapes as “the word I have been 
using to describe places across the world marked by traumatic legacies of violence, 
suffering and loss, the past is never quite over.”23  She further states that these sites (using 
the example of Ground Zero) “are a distinctive category of place, transformed physically 
and psychically by suffering, part of a scar tissue that now stretches across the world.”24  
                                                 
19 Jenny Edkins, Trauma and the Memory of Politics (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 
4. 
20 Edkins, Trauma and the Memory of Politics, 59. 
21 Maria Tumarkin, “Secret Life of Wounded Space: Traumascapes in Contemporary Austrailia,” (PhD 
diss., Department of History, University of Melbourne, 2002). 
22 Maria Tumarkin, Traumascapes: The Power and Fate of Places Transformed by Tragedy (Victoria, AU: 
Melbourne University Press, 2005). 
23 Tumarkin, Traumascapes, 12. 
24 Ibid., 13. 
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Often in the study of locations of tragedy, sites associated with genocide, political 
struggles, or wartime atrocities are examined. William Logan and Keir Reeves’ collection 
of essays in Places of Pain and Shame: Dealing with 'Difficult Heritage' features 
numerous articles related to the subject of managing sites of trauma throughout the 
world.25  Numerous scholarly works place this area of study within the larger 
consideration of tourism management. As stated by Marita Sturkin, “in such places at the 
Oklahoma City National Memorial and Ground Zero, the practices of sorrowful 
pilgrimage and tourism are intermixed and often inseparable; one can cry and take 
pictures, leave a personalized object, and purchase a souvenir.”26  Similar to Places of 
Pain and Shame, the text Horror and Human Tragedy Revisited: The Management of 
Sites of Atrocities for Tourism presents multiple essays dedicated to the management of 
tourism at sites such as the Holocaust Memorial in Berlin, the Sand Creek Massacre site 
in Colorado, and the penal colonies of Robben Island, South Africa.27  Death Tourism: 
Disaster Sites as Recreational Landscape by Brigitte Sion also explores the world’s 
fascination with dark tourism through the context of multiple sites of atrocities.28  
A few resources within this body of literature focus entirely upon sites of trauma 
in the United States. Kenneth Foote’s widely-cited monograph, Shadowed Ground: 
America’s Landscapes of Violence and Tragedy is perhaps the most well-known source 
of literature on this local area of study.29  He not only analyzes the history of 
                                                 
25 William Logan and Keir Reeves, ed., Places of Pain and Shame: Dealing with 'Difficult Heritage' (Key 
Issues in Cultural Heritage) (New York, NY: Routledge, 2009). 
26 Marita Sturkin, Tourists of History: Memory, Kitsch, and Consumerism from Oklahoma City to Ground 
Zero (Durham, Duke University Press, 2007), 11. 
27 Gregory Ashworth and Rudi Hartmann, ed., Horror and Human Tragedy Revisited: The Management of 
Sites of Atrocities for Tourism (Elmsford, NY: Cognizant Communication Corporation, 2005). 
28 Brigitte Sion, Death Tourism: Disaster Sites as Recreational Landscape (Calcutta: Seagull Books, 2014). 
29 Kenneth E. Foote, Shadowed Ground: America’s Landscapes of Violence and Tragedy (Austin, TX, 
USA: University of Texas Press, 2003). 
  14 
commemorated tragedies in America, but he also formulates and explains the four main 
human responses to sites of tragedy—sanctification, designation, rectification, and 
obliteration. The first response, sanctification, “involves the creation of what geographers 
term a “sacred” place— a site set apart from its surroundings and dedicated to the 
memory of an event, person, or group.”30  The second possible reaction, designation, 
states that “creating a park, erecting a sign, or building a marker are ways of designating 
a site, but such a site gains little long-term attention and is rarely the focus of regular 
commemorative rituals.”31  As the third type of response, rectification “is the process 
through which a tragedy site is put right and used again.”32  The final potential outcome 
is obliteration; “actively effacing all evidence of a tragedy to cover it up or remove it 
from view.”33  In 2010, Foote published an article in a book appearing with a similar title, 
“Shadowed Ground, Sacred Place: Reflections on Violence, Tragedy, Memorials and 
Public Commemorative Rituals.”34  This 2010 article also focused on the four classified 
responses to landscapes of tragedy, and the potential aftermaths of actions associated 
with these categories.  
Historian Edward T. Linenthal, whose works appear in other sections of this 
literature review, also dedicated an article to the topic of traumatic sites specifically 
within the United States. His article, “Violence and the American Landscape: The 
Challenge of Public History,” examines the evolution of memorials dedicated to atrocities 
in the United States, and places them into the overall context of emerging activism 
                                                 
30 Foote, Shadowed Ground, 8. 
31 Ibid., 17. 
32 Ibid., 23. 
33 Ibid., 24. 
34 Kenneth E. Foote, “Shadowed Ground, Sacred Place: Reflections on Violence, Tragedy, Memorials and 
Public Commemorative Rituals” in Holy Ground: Reinventing Ritual Space in Modern Western Culture ed. 
Paul Post and Arie L. Molendijk (Belgium: Peeters Publishers, 2010). 
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“against the anonymity of mass death in the twentieth century.”35  The Virginia Tech 
campus now features not only a permanent memorial and an archival collection dedicated 
to the events of April 16, 2007, but also a lingering traumatic landscape shrouded by a 
united sense of community.  
MATERIAL CULTURE AND MEMORIALIZATION 
The topic of material culture in association with the development of archival 
collections dedicated to traumatic events is a necessary area of literature to cover in terms 
of the case study of the Virginia Tech April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives. Resources 
by Elizabeth Hallem and Jenny Hockey, as well as the previously mentioned scholar 
Erika Doss, provide a descriptive overview on the subject of material culture in 
association with violent death. Hallam and Hockey’s book Death, Memory, and Material 
Culture specifically connects material items associated with death to the process of 
memory formation. According to the authors, “these materials have connotations of 
transience as well as permanence which feed into the metaphors used to describe and 
account for the capabilities of memory.”36  Erika Doss’ article, “Death, Art, and Memory 
in the Public Sphere: The Visual and Material Culture of Grief in Contemporary 
America,” is unique as it notes the changing perspectives on mourning in the United 
States through the evolution of material culture: “the visual and material culture of grief 
in contemporary America seems to suggest heightened popular commitment to shift the 
                                                 
35 Edward Linenthal, “Violence and the American Landscape: The Challenge of Public History,” OAH 
Magazine of History 16, no. 2 (2002): 13, accessed October 15, 2015, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/25163501. 
36 Elizabeth Hallam and Jenny Hockey, Death, Memory, and Material Culture, (Oxford, UK: Berg, 2001), 
8. 
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discourse on death from medicine to culture, and distinctive efforts to make death 
meaningful—memorable—on personal and public levels.”37  
Kristin Ann Hass’ work, Carried to the Wall: American Memory and the Vietnam 
Veterans Memorial, examines a specific case study of the material culture of memorials. 
Her book analyzes the proliferation of condolence items left at the Vietnam Veteran’s 
War Memorial in Washington, D.C.38  Often considered one of the first memorials to 
generate such an ephemeral array of grieving materials, Hass details the collection and 
preservation processes by members of the National Park Service, as well as the important 
implications of such personal, transitory objects. Similar to Hass’ work, Marita Sturkin’s 
previously mentioned monograph, Tourists of History: Memory, Kitsch, and 
Consumerism from Oklahoma City to Ground Zero, employs specific examples of 
memorials to bolster her discussion on material culture.39  Citing the spontaneous 
memorial that developed along a fence outside the site of the Oklahoma City bombing, 
Sturkin focuses on the concept of memorialization through ‘kitsch.’ Sturkin defines her 
term within the confines of material culture, stating: “the stuffed animals and flags of the 
Oklahoma City memorial archive evoke many aspects of the cultural memory of 
Oklahoma City, with their mix of consumerism and community-based emotion. One of 
the primary aspects of the memorial is its evocation of a community response to 
unanticipated violence.”40  Overall, material culture is a significant element of not only 
                                                 
37 Erika Doss, “Death, Art, and Memory in the Public Sphere: The Visual and Material Culture of Grief in 
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spontaneous shrines, but also the general memorialization of traumatic events in archival 
collections. 
COLLECTIVE MEMORY 
The development of collective memory following tragedy is another area of 
literature pertinent to the case study of the condolence archive at Virginia Tech. John 
Bodnar’s Remaking America: Public Memory, Commemoration, and Patriotism in the 
Twentieth Century provides an overview of the practice of commemoration through 
memorials and the subsequent facilitation of collective memory among American 
citizens. He includes a brief definition of the term ‘public memory,’ interpreting it as “a 
body of beliefs and ideas about the past that help a public or society understand both its 
past, present, and by implication, its future.”41  David Lowenthal’s article “Past Time, 
Present Place: Landscape and Memory,” fits into two categories of literature in this 
review, collective memory and the study of traumatic landscapes.42  Lowenthal 
specifically addresses the continuum of changing memories, noting that “many remember 
historical trauma as though past and present were contemporaneous.”43  Framing Public 
Memory, edited by Kendall R. Phillips, Stephen Browne, and Barbara Biesecker, includes 
numerous essays devoted to the evolution of collective memory following a wide array of 
events. The book features a chapter on the traumatic University of Texas tower shootings 
that occurred in 1966 when a deranged student shot 14 people to death from the campus 
bell tower.44  This chapter is important to this overall literature review as it explores the 
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production of collective memory following a mass-casualty school shooting similar to the 
one that happened at Virginia Tech. 
Scholarly works dedicated to the formation of collective memory through archival 
collections are pertinent to this case study.  The article, “Invoking “collective memory”: 
Mapping the Emergence of a Concept in Archival Science” by Trons Jacobsen, Ricardo 
L. Punzalan, and Margaret Hedstrom discusses the power of archives in the formation of 
collective memory. As stated in the article:  
 “Archivists sometimes use memory as shorthand to articulate their social 
responsibilities and the function of archives in society, sometimes casually and 
sometimes critically. Despite its notoriety as too often an unexamined totem, 
memory also has the capacity to suggest a profound sense of purpose. Archivists 
use it to talk to one another and their constituencies. They also use memory self-
reflexively to consider what they do and the meaning and purpose of the archives 
they keep.”45 
 
Archivists Joan Schwartz and Terry Cook’s 2012 article, “Archives, Records, and Power: 
the Making of Modern Memory,” mirrors many of the same sentiments of the previous 
article. In terms of collective memory, Schwartz and Cook argue that “archives - as 
records - wield power over the shape and direction of historical scholarship, collective 
memory, and national identity, over how we know ourselves as individuals, groups, and 
societies.”46  These two articles, along with numerous other texts, express the importance 
of archival collections in the facilitation of collective memory. 
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ARCHIVAL APPRAISAL  
As this case study is primarily devoted to the appraisal decisions of archivists at 
Virginia Tech during the establishment of the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives, the 
theme of archival appraisal is especially relevant. The history of appraisal philosophy is 
lengthy, so this section will address the most noteworthy doctrines of the concept. Sir 
Hilary Jenkinson’s early 20th century appraisal ideals, stipulated in his 1922 text, “A 
Manual of Archive Administration,” were created in response to the proliferation of 
government records following the end of World War I.47  According to scholar Reto 
Tschan, Jenkinson’s appraisal philosophy states that “the archivist's chief duty, therefore, 
was the physical and moral defence of the records' integrity, impartiality, authenticity and 
their resultant ‘archive value.’”48  T.R. Schellenberg, an American archival theorist, 
published his treatise, The Appraisal of Modern Public Records in 1956.49  Similar to 
Jenkinson, Schellenberg was writing following a massive influx of records after a major 
world conflict (this time World War II). However, unlike Jenkinson’s hands-off appraisal 
approach, Schellenberg proposed a binary system of values (including primary and 
secondary values) to determine whether a record should be acquired or deaccessioned by 
an institution, a strategy considered too broad by some professionals in the field.  
Archivist Richard Cox is another prominent scholar among those discussing 
appraisal philosophy. His 2002 article, “The End of Collecting: Towards a New Purpose 
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for Archival Appraisal,” criticizes many archivist’s assumptions about appraisal, arguing 
that they simply rely on past philosophies rather than developing policies pertinent to 
their collecting scope; “most archivists may not systematically conduct appraisal at all 
and often resort to notions like evidential and informational, or primary and secondary, 
values simply because they are commonly used and accepted within the field.”50  Cox 
argues that archivists should “have clear and precise objectives in appraisal just in order 
to know how best to utilize their always limited sources.”51  He also suggests that modern 
archivists need to reconsider “the actions of past archivists and manuscript curators” in 
the function of appraisal.52   
Terry Cook is another appraisal theorist in the archival profession. Possessing a 
post-modernist perspective, Cook was a major proponent of the macro-appraisal 
technique. His article, “Macroappraisal in Theory and Practice: Origins, Characteristics, 
and Implementation in Canada, 1950-2000,” defines the theory of macro-appraisal as 
“the process that defines which of these creators, and functions, programs, and activities 
– and therefore their related records – will be reflected in archives, and, as starkly, and 
with finality, which will not.”53  Cook argues that macro-appraisal is particularly well-
suited for the modern records management environment, stating that after the macro-
appraisal of records, “the resulting records identified as archival will better reflect 
‘‘societal values,’’ simply because macroappraisal looks at the processes (and for 
documentary evidence of them) whereby society forms (and continually re-forms) itself 
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according to its own ever-changing values.”54  Cook’s theory offers yet another 
viewpoint on the oscillating spectrum of archival appraisal. 
Few scholarly resources specifically address the topic of archival appraisal in 
relation to the Virginia Tech tragedy, however a few articles briefly examine this process. 
Though overwhelmingly devoted to the topic of the appraisal of former Virginia 
Governor Tim Kaine’s emails, chapter three of Kate Theimer’s Appraisal and 
Acquisition: Innovative Practices for Archives and Special Collections includes brief 
accounts of the appraisal of email records sent by the governor to family members of 
victims of the April 16, 2007 shooting.55  Perhaps the most informative source on the 
functions of appraisal in relation to the Virginia Tech tragedy was written by the Director 
of Special Collections at Virginia Tech, Dr. Aaron Purcell. Purcell’s article, “More Than 
Flowers Left Behind: Building an Archival Collection and Remembering April 16, 2007 
at Virginia Tech,” intimately describes the archival processes, including collection 
development, completed by the university archivist in conjunction with part-time 
employees and volunteers during the creation of the April 16, 2007, Condolence 
Archives.56 This article is discussed in greater length in the Discussion and Implications 
section of this paper. 
OKLAHOMA CITY BOMBING, APRIL 19, 1995 
On the morning of April 19, 1995, the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in 
downtown Oklahoma City was bombed, killing 168 people, including numerous children 
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that were inside a daycare in the building. In Tourists of History: Memory, Kitsch, and 
Consumerism from Oklahoma City to Ground Zero, Marita Sturkin states: “after the 
bombing, Oklahoma City very quickly became the focus of an urge to memorialize. This 
initially took the form of people bringing objects to leave at shrines that were created at 
the periphery of the space cordoned off by emergency personnel.”57  Memorialization 
began with citizens laying condolence items on and around a chain link fence dubbed 
‘Memory Fence’ that was erected around the partially-destroyed Murrah building for 
safety measures. Scholar Erika Doss notes both the temporary and personal nature of the 
array of items that appeared around this fence, describing it as “a collage, an intimate, 
grassroots product of shared, communal grief. Spontaneously (although not accidentally) 
layered in diverse and fragile materials (photographs, stuffed animals) that remembered 
the dead as they were alive, Memory Fence evoked the jobs, hobbies, personalities and 
relationships—the ordinary, daily lives and experiences—of the 168 individuals who died 
in 1995.”58  Edward Linenthal’s The Unfinished Bombing: Oklahoma City in American 
Memory also details the collection of items that were left at the massive spontaneous 
shrine, describing it as “wonderfully eclectic material, a cacophony of clashing tastes, 
from the most traditionally religious to the most embarrassingly bizarre and 
superficial.”59   
Numerous resources intimately describe the collection of condolence items 
housed at the official repository of the archives, the Oklahoma City National Memorial 
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and Museum. Paul William’s Memorial Museums: The Global Rush to Commemorate 
Atrocities briefly addresses the collection efforts by archivists in the surrounding area, 
eventually culminating in an archival collection dedicated to the aftermath of the 
Oklahoma City bombing, maintained by the Oklahoma City National Memorial and 
Museum.60  Doss compares the collection of condolence items by archivists associated 
with the Oklahoma City bombing to similar efforts undertaken by National Park Service 
members at the Vietnam Veterans Memorial and professionals after the Columbine High 
School shooting.61  The Oklahoma City National Memorial and Museum published 
documents outlining tasks associated with appraisal and acquisition; first, releasing the 
original “Policy for Removing Items Left on Memorial Site” shortly after the Oklahoma 
City bombing occurred, and later the “Revised Policy for Processing Fence Materials” in 
2011.62  Finally, Carol Brown’s article “‘Out of the Rubble’: Building a Contemporary 
History Archive--The Oklahoma City National Memorial Archives,” published in the 
1999 newsletter of the American Historical Association describes the early stages of the 
development of a condolence archive related to materials left at Memory Fence.63   
COLUMBINE HIGH SCHOOL SHOOTING, APRIL 20, 1999  
On April 20, 1999, two high school seniors murdered 12 classmates and one 
teacher before committing suicide at Columbine High School in Jefferson County, 
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Colorado. Similar to the aftermath of the Oklahoma City Bombing in 1995, students, 
local residents, and concerned citizens developed spontaneous memorials dedicated to the 
memory of the students and teacher that were killed in the school shooting at the local 
Clement Park. People publicly mourned through not only the development of these 
temporary shrines, but they also grieved by placing personal items at the sites. Sylvia 
Grider, one of the premier scholars in the study of spontaneous memorials, authored one 
of the chapters in Grassroots Memorials: The Politics of Memorializing Traumatic 
Death. Her chapter documents the development of these shrines, as well as combined 
efforts by the Littleton Museum and the Colorado Historical Society to archive the 
tragedy.64  A master’s thesis by Rebecka Bingham at Brigham Young University 
addresses psychological theories of the grief of students through the application of the 
Columbine High School shooting.65  It also examines in-depth the negotiation that took 
place during the planning of the permanent Columbine memorial. 
One of the most unique responses in the aftermath of the Columbine school 
shooting was the public condemnation of certain ephemeral memorial items dedicated to 
the two shooters. J. William Spencer and Glenn W. Muschert’s 2009 article, “The 
Contested Meaning of the Crosses at Columbine,” examines how media portrayed the 
controversial construction of 15 wooden crosses, one for each victim, as well as one for 
each of the shooters.66   This article not only examines the religious nature of spontaneous 
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memorials, but it also explores the contentious debate of recognizing murderers in 
memorials, stating: “it is unconventional to memorialize perpetrators of violent acts 
alongside their victims.”67  Sylvia Grider authored another article related to the 
Columbine shooting titled, “Public Grief and the Politics of Memorial: Contesting 
Memory of ‘The Shooters’ at Columbine High School.”68  Similar to Spencer and 
Muschert’s article, she discusses the angry reactions of parents of victims as well as town 
citizens to the assembling of 15 crosses on a hill near the high school where the murders 
took place. 
While multiple articles explore the contentious aftermath of the Columbine High 
School shooting, few directly review the collection efforts by archivists in the 
development of a condolence archives. A few brief news reports from 1999 and the start 
of the new millennium discuss the initial plans to develop an archival collection 
dedicated to the event, which would be housed at the Littleton Museum and the Colorado 
Historical Society in Denver.69  While these brief news articles document the primary 
aftermath of the school shooting, they do not provide explicit details on the collection of 
ephemeral condolence items, archival appraisal, or the processing of records. 
Furthermore, exploration of the intended sites of archival collections devoted to 
condolence archives of the Columbine shooting reveal that most of the collections are 
still unprocessed, though nearly 17 years have passed since the event.  
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Keith Schrum, the Senior Curator of Archives at History Colorado provided 
valuable information about the current location of many of the condolence items 
deposited after the Columbine High School shooting. According to Schrum, 
 “Weather played an important role in site management. The shootings occurred 
on Tuesday of the week and heavy rains hits [sic] the area Thursday and Friday, 
damaging and destroying many of the mementos left by mourners. When various 
agency staff and volunteers worked to remove items from the park they faced the 
enormous challenge of working with soaked materials.”70 
 
The federal government provided the community with a large storage warehouse to sort 
and dry the damaged condolence materials. After initial inventory, friends and families of 
the victims were allowed to select materials from the memorials for their own personal 
use. Numerous local agencies and state institutions were then allowed to collect items for 
their own collections, including the Colorado Historical Society, the Littleton Historical 
Museum, Foothills Park and Recreation District, the Jefferson County Archives and 
Record Management Department, the Colorado-Wyoming Association of Museums, and 
Columbine High School. Currently, the condolence items are divided among this 
multitude of institutions, each possessing a unique collection and finding aid, if available. 
WORLD TRADE CENTER ATTACKS, SEPTEMBER 11, 2001 
On the clear morning of September 11, 2001, terrorists from the militant 
organization Al-Qaeda launched the worst terrorist attack to have ever occurred on 
United States soil, killing nearly 3,000 innocent civilians. Though the events of 
September 11th occurred on an unprecedented scale of violence, the commemorative 
aftermath of the tragedy was similar to the responses of civilians following both the 
Oklahoma City bombing and the Columbine High School shootings. While the 
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development of spontaneous shrines and the deposit of ephemeral memorial items was 
obviously evident, the aftermath of the September 11th terrorist attacks was marked by a 
new form of commemoration—cybershrines. As stated by archivist Richard Cox in his 
article “Flowers After the Funeral: Reflections on the Post-9/11 Digital Age,” “more than 
any other cataclysmic event deemed worthy of remembering, 9/11 may be the first truly 
Digital Age tragedy in the Western world calling on the technologies of this era, the same 
technologies more often characterized as threatening societal and organizational 
memory.”71  Leslie Walker’s 2001 article “Web-Page Collection Preserves the Online 
Response to Horror” in the Washington Post describes the immediate preservation efforts 
of the Library of Congress and the Internet Archive following the tragedy. She chronicles 
their attempts to save online reactions to the event, as well as the preservation of digital 
memorials and websites in the aftermath of the September 11th attacks. 
As previously stated, the scale of destruction of the terrorist attacks on the World 
Trade Center was unprecedented; therefore, much more scholarly literature is dedicated 
to the aftermath of 9/11 than the combined incidents of the Oklahoma City bombing and 
the Columbine High School shooting.  Numerous articles examine the documentation of 
the tragedy through artifacts within the scope of archives and museums. James B. 
Gardner, the Associate Director of Curatorial Affairs at the Smithsonian Institution’s 
National Museum of American History, was intimately involved with the development of 
the museum collection dedicated to the narrative of the September 11th attacks. He has 
written numerous articles on the subject, including “September 11 and the Mourning 
After: Reflections on Collecting and Interpreting History of Tragedy,” in collaboration 
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with Sarah M. Henry, as well as “Collecting a National Tragedy.”72  While these two 
articles provide first-hand documentation of the sensitive collection of artifacts related to 
the September 11th terrorist attacks in New York City, Gardner’s most detailed overview 
of the collection of controversial items at the Fresh Kills landfill site is chronicled in 
Chapter 12 of Peter Jan Margry and Cristina Sanchez-Carretero’s Grassroots Memorials: 
The Politics of Memorializing Traumatic Death, published in 2011.73   
Numerous additional resources address the discussion of the collection of unique 
items from both Ground Zero and Fresh Kills, which are now housed in collections 
dedicated to 9/11 at museums across the United States. The New York State Museum’s 
booklet for the 2003 traveling exhibition, “Recovery: The World Trade Center Recovery 
Operation at Fresh Kills,” showcases photographs of the stark landscape of the Fresh 
Kills site and details items acquired there that are now housed at the museum.74  The 
Smithsonian Institution also possesses a collection of artifacts dedicated to the 
commemoration of the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001. The National Museum of 
American History’s collection effort at Fresh Kills is described through brief oral 
interviews on their website, “September 11: Bearing Witness to History."75  This website 
includes numerous sections, such as one devoted to documenting the stories of curators 
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involved in the emotional compilation of condolence items, as well as another section 
detailing the history of particular items. The National September 11 Memorial and 
Museum also published a resource about the development of exhibitions following the 
event, titled A Place of Remembrance: Official Book of the National September 11 
Memorial.76  While this resource primarily examines the development of the formal 
memorial, it does feature numerous statements about the collection effort. Finally, 
perhaps the most informative resource related to the development of an archival 
collection about September 11, 2001 is the National September 11 Memorial and 
Museum’s actual ‘Collections Management Policy,’ formalized and published in 2011.77  
This lengthy document outlines the scope of the museum, procedures for collecting, 
appraisal of items, and cataloging among other archival functions. 
VIRGINIA TECH SHOOTINGS, APRIL 16, 2007 
As stated in the introduction of this paper, on April 16, 2007, 32 students and 
faculty were tragically murdered at Virginia Tech in the worst school shooting in United 
States history.78   As the focus of this case study, the aftermath of the Virginia Tech 
shootings in 2007 unfortunately possess the least amount of scholarly discourse of the 
tragedies mentioned previously, including the Oklahoma City bombing, the Columbine 
High School shooting, and the September 11th attacks. Roland Lazenby’s 2008 work 
April 16th: Virginia Tech Remembers chronicles the hourly events of the tragedy, as well 
as the immediate aftermath (including the development of the spontaneous memorial); 
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however, it does not include detailed information on the archiving of commemorative 
materials.79  Kathleen Jones, a professor of history at Virginia Tech, also wrote about the 
aftermath of the Virginia Tech shooting, but her article specifically focuses on the 
representation of the shooter in the media, rather than the development of a condolence 
archive.80  Brief information on the aftermath is also included in the chapter 
“Memorializing Shooters and Their Victims: Columbine, Virginia Tech, and Northern 
Illinois University” in Grassroots Memorials. The author of this chapter, the 
aforementioned Sylvia Grider, addresses the development of the impromptu memorial to 
the victims that spontaneously developed on the Virginia Tech drillfield in front of 
Burruss Hall.81   
Numerous news sources from the years of 2007 and 2008 document the initial 
efforts to archive condolence items following the shooting. Christine Hauser’s New York 
Times article, “Virginia Tech Sets Out to Preserve Objects of Grief, Love, and 
Forgiveness,” published on April 25, 2007, is one of the earliest news sources to report 
the collection and preservation of ephemeral artifacts from the memorial.82  Theresa 
Vargas’ Washington Post article, “Preserving the Outpouring of Grief: Va. Tech 
Archives 60,000 Condolences,” describes the (then) ongoing efforts by librarians and 
archivists at Virginia Tech to process the seemingly endless number of condolence items. 
As stated by a former volunteer interviewed in the article, “‘not everything can, or 
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should, be preserved. The Library of Congress recommended that the university aim to 
save 5 percent of the physical objects that were received.’”83  Virginia Tech’s student 
newspaper, the Collegiate Times, also released various articles dedicated to the archival 
documentation of the tragedy, such as the entry published on the one-year anniversary of 
the shooting in 2008, chronicling the wide array of materials received during the 
aftermath.84  
While scholarly literature is sparse, there are a few resources that document the 
efforts of archivists at Virginia Tech following the events of April 16, 2007. Ben Agger’s 
There is a Gunman on Campus: Tragedy and Terror at Virginia Tech features a chapter 
solely dedicated to the collection and preservation of condolence items in the aftermath 
of the tragedy.85   Perhaps the most exemplary literature on the archiving of condolence 
items at Virginia Tech stems from the Director of Virginia Tech Special Collections, 
Aaron Purcell. His first article about the archival processes surrounding the Virginia Tech 
shootings was published in 2008, during the early documentation of condolence items 
sent to the university.86  In 2012, the Journal of Archival Organization published the 
previously mentioned article, “More Than Flowers Left Behind: Building an Archival 
Collection and Remembering April 16, 2007 at Virginia Tech.” Purcell wrote this article 
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outreach/article_82989f23-85f4-530f-b1ba-1eced66b288d.html. 
85 Hunsinger, “The April 16 Archive.” 
86 Aaron D. Purcell, “Documenting Tragedy: The Prevail Archives at Virginia Tech,” Archival Outlook 23 
(July/August 2008), accessed October 5, 2015, http://www.archivists.org/periodicals/ao_backissues/AO-
JulAug08.pdf. 
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after completion of the project and he describes multiple aspects of the entire archival 
effort to build the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives.87  
As the Virginia Tech tragedy occurred well into the digital era of technology, 
similar to the memorialization efforts following the September 11th attacks, numerous 
commemorative cybershrines appeared following the event. In her master’s thesis, 
“Digital Memorialization: Collective Memory, Tragedy, and Participatory Spaces,” 
University of Denver graduate student Sara Hebert chronicles the numerous forms of 
cybershrines dedicated to the Virginia Tech shootings, including virtual memorial 
landscapes in the online world Second Life, as well as numerous social media groups, 
including ones on Facebook and Myspace.88  Digital concerns were not only present in 
the immediate memorialization of the event, but were also evident in the active 
preservation of ephemeral electronic materials. Not even one month after the shootings 
occurred, the American Historical Association blog featured a brief article announcing 
“the launch of the April 16 Archive, a digital repository created with support from 
George Mason University’s Center for History and New Media (CHNM).”89  The March 
2008 issue of the journal Traumatology was almost entirely dedicated to the events of 
April 16, 2007. The issue featured an article titled, "A digital library for recovery, 
research, and learning from April 16, 2007, at Virginia Tech,” which followed a group of 
interdisciplinary students and faculty from Virginia Tech in their efforts to collect digital 
content related to the tragedy.90  Finally, Purcell’s twice-mentioned article “More Than 
                                                 
87 Purcell, “More Than Flowers Left Behind.” 
88 Hebert, “Digital Memorialization.” 
89 Elisabeth Grant, “Archiving Tragedy, Promoting Healing,” American Historical Association Blog, first 
posted May 2, 2007, accessed October 9, 2015, http://blog.historians.org/2007/05/archiving-tragedy-
promoting-healing/. 
90 Edward A. Fox, Christopher Andrews, Weiguo Fan, Jian Jiao, Ananya Kassahun, Szu-Chia Lu, and 
Laura Boutwell, "A Digital Library for Recovery, Research, and Learning from April 16, 2007, at Virginia 
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Flowers Left Behind,” also describes the important aspect of digital concerns in relation 
to the Virginia Tech tragedy, chronicling the assistance of Rutgers University in the 
development of an electronic archive: “within a few weeks, Rutgers University offered 
the server space and a database to host the digital files and Dublin Core-based metadata, 
through their RUcore repository. A number of University Library departments at Virginia 
Tech, including technical services, systems, the digital library and archives, and special 
collections, participated in this initial digital effort to document reactions to 4/16.”91  
Though sparse, the few scholarly works dedicated to the aftermath of April 16, 2007 
provide a valuable survey of the reactions to the event, as well as Virginia Tech’s united 
response toward healing. 
CONCLUSION 
The sources and summaries provided in the previous subsections address the 
pertinent academic literature related to this study of documenting tragedy. This literature 
review discussed the themes of the development of spontaneous memorials, the 
documentation of tragedy, the management of sites of trauma, material culture in relation 
to memorialization, the development of collective memory, and the theory of archival 
appraisal. In addition to these topics, it also addressed multiple traumatic, mass-casualty 
events and their aftermaths, including the Oklahoma City bombing, the Columbine High 
School shooting, the September 11th terrorist attacks, and the primary focus of this 
project—the shootings at Virginia Tech. Overall, the literature outlined in this review 
presents the necessary background information on subjects associated with this area of 
                                                 
Tech," Traumatology 14, no. 1 (April 2012), accessed October 12, 2015, 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1534765608315632. 
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III. METHODOLOGY OF RESEARCH 
For this project, “Documenting Tragedy: Collection Development, Material 
Culture, and Collective Memory (A Case Study of the Virginia Tech April 16, 2007, 
Condolence Archives),” research was primarily accomplished through in-person 
interviews with university archivists that were involved in (or familiar with) the 
development of the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives.92 This project also examined 
individual records and types of formats included within the collection, and analyzed 
pertinent available documents related to the founding of the collection. For the interview 
portion of the research, participating archivists were identified through a simple search of 
university employees at Virginia Tech Special Collections. The two staff members 
currently employed by Virginia Tech with knowledge of the April 16, 2007, Condolence 
Archives are University Archivist Tamara Kennelly and Aaron Purcell, Director of 
Special Collections.93  These archivists were contacted through email, from addresses 
freely accessible on the Virginia Tech Special Collections homepage.94   After agreeing 
to an interview, a meeting time most suitable for the archivists’ schedules was arranged
                                                 
92 This research project was approved by the Institutional Review Board at the University of North Carolina 
at Chapel Hill. See Appendix II for text of the official email response. 
93 “Special Collections,” Virginia Tech Special Collections, accessed October 8, 2015, 
http://spec.lib.vt.edu/. [Staff and email contact information listed at the bottom of the stage. Aaron Purcell, 
Director of Special Collections and Tamara Kennelly, University Archivist will be the primary 
interviewees as they were directly involved with the development of the April 16, 2007, Condolence 
Archives]. 
94 For an example of the email sent to potential participants, see Appendix I. Note: The original email stated 
that the interview was to be audio-recorded and then transcribed for greater accuracy. However, both 
Tamara Kennelly and Aaron Purcell indicated that they did not want to be recorded; therefore, the 
descriptive text on the informed consent form was changed, and no audio-recording took place. 
  36 
in the Special Collections department at Virginia Tech (where the collection is housed). 
Before the interview started, Kennelly and Purcell received a paper copy of an informed 
consent form to fill out, stipulating the details of the interview, including the right to 
discontinue at any time and permission to use their personal name in the write up of the 
research. After signing the form, the archivists were given a paper copy of the signed 
informed consent form for their own personal records.95 
Both Kennelly and Purcell were asked a variety of questions during their 
interviews. These questions were intended to flush out detailed information regarding the 
collection development activities of university archivists in the creation of the April 16, 
2007, Condolence Archives.96  Questions focused on the initial creation of the collection, 
the scope and objective, types of items housed in the permanent collection, organization 
of materials, copyright concerns, exhibition of the archives, as well as contacts made 
before, during, and after the development of the Condolence Archives. Brief, additional 
questions not listed on the original interview script were asked to clarify answers or gain 
greater detail. As the informed consent form states, archivists were allowed to skip 
questions they deemed too personal or potentially conflicting with employment 
standards.97   
The content of the interviews was examined for numerous archival functions, 
including appraisal techniques, material handling, processing, arrangement, and 
exhibition. A copy of an informal collection development policy provided by Tamara 
                                                 
95 For copies of the signed informed consent forms, see Appendix III. 
96 For a list of interview questions for both Kennelly and Purcell, see Appendix IV. 
97 It is interesting to note that both archivists decided not to answer the question: “Did you feel any pressure 
from university administration to collect or discard specific types of items?” 
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Kennelly was also inspected for these themes.98  Considerations for the types of items 
described in the interviews (in addition to materials listed in the 436 page finding aid of 
the compilation of materials housed within the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives) 
were also investigated for themes of collection development.99  The content of the 
interviews was then analyzed to determine personal connections with the archives and the 
difficult roles of archivists as professional documenters of this tragic event.  Finally, the 
compiled research was interpreted to note inferences in regards to archival collection 
development, material culture in relation to memorialization, and the development of 
collective memory, all of which are documented in the Discussion and Implications 






                                                 
98 For a copy of this document, see Appendix V. 
99 “Virginia Tech April 16, 2007, Archives of the University Libraries, 2007-2010,” Virginia Tech Special 
Collections, accessed October 8, 2015, http://ead.lib.virginia.edu/vivaxtf/view?docId=vt/viblbv00656.xml. 
  38 
IV. RESEARCH FINDINGS 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
The two archivists interviewed in this paper provided valuable insight and 
information about the development and maintenance of the April 16, 2007, Condolence 
Archives in Virginia Tech Special Collections. Dr. Aaron Purcell, Director of Special 
Collections at Virginia Tech, contributed information about the collection following its 
initial creation. Dr. Purcell was formerly a university archivist at the University of 
Tennessee, where he received his doctorate in History in 2006. He was hired as the 
Director of Special Collections at Virginia Tech in November of 2007, a few months 
after the tragic events of April 16th. Though not explicitly involved in the development 
of the collection of condolence materials, Dr. Purcell possesses considerable knowledge 
on the subject, as it is one of the premier collections in the university archives. He 
provided facts about the types of users, copyright and ownership concerns, and academic 
publications in relation to this collection.  
Tamara Kennelly, University Archivist and Special Collections Librarian at Virginia 
Tech, was the primary source of information about this collection. Kennelly received her 
Master’s in Library Science from the University of Kentucky in 1992, and has been 
employed as a university archivist at Virginia Tech since 1993.100  As the sole university
                                                 
100 “Tamara Kennelly,” Virginia Tech University Libraries, accessed April 4, 2015, 
http://spec.lib.vt.edu/staff/tamara/. 
  39 
archivist at the time of the shootings on April 16, 2007, Kennelly was in charge of 
chronicling the aftermath of the tragedy. While many professionals in the archival field 
can predict or initiate the accessioning of a collection, the condolence materials that were 
sent to Virginia Tech were spontaneous and unexpected. Aided by part-time employees, 
members of the campus student union, and employees of the university library system, 
Kennelly compiled, organized, and preserved the unique collection of memorial items 
now known as the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives. Her intimate knowledge and 
experience with the collection were invaluable to this research project. 
CREATION OF THE COLLECTION  
As with most major disasters in the 21st century, information about the shootings 
at Virginia Tech spread quickly and in small blurbs. Whether on or off campus, members 
of Virginia Tech and the surrounding community sat stunned and immobilized as the 
death toll continued to rise with numerous press releases by authorities. At first, 
University Archivist Tamara Kennelly only experienced utter shock and sadness over the 
events that happened on campus that blustery morning. Consideration of an archival 
collection related to the event was not remotely on her mind as the community reeled 
from devastating updates that poured in through the multitude of numerous news 
organizations that converged in the town. It was not until a few days later when Kennelly 
received an email from Ed Galvin that she began to consider the possibility of an archival 
collection devoted to the documentation of grief following the shootings at Virginia 
Tech.
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Ed Galvin, an archivist at Syracuse University, contacted Kennelly through email 
in the days following the events of April 16, 2007. As a university archivist, Ed was 
involved in the development of a collection related to a university tragedy similar to that 
at Virginia Tech—the 1988 Lockerbie air disaster. On December 21, 1988, a terrorist 
bomb destroyed Pan Am Flight 103 over Lockerbie, Scotland, killing all passengers on 
board, including 35 Syracuse University students returning from a study abroad 
program.101  Following the tragedy, the Syracuse University Archives developed a 
collection dedicated to the event, titled the “Pan Am Flight 103 Lockerbie Air Disaster 
Archives.”102  As he possessed experience developing an archival collection devoted to a 
university tragedy, Galvin urged Kennelly to consider cultivating an archive about the 
crisis, as it would obviously become a monumental event in the history of the university.  
Heeding initial advice from Ed Galvin, Kennelly contacted the then Dean of 
Libraries at Virginia Tech, Eileen Hitchingham, to discuss the development of a 
collection featuring items related to the aftermath of the shootings at Virginia Tech.103  
During the time of initial discussions about a possible collection, the university was 
receiving thousands of condolence items from people around the world. Dr. Purcell 
described the accumulation of condolence materials in his article, “More Than Flowers 
Left Behind: Building an Archival Collection and Remembering April 16, 2007 at 
Virginia Tech:” 
“First cookies, candy, and other food items arrived at the Squires Student Center 
to help comfort students and those in the community. Within a few days a flood of 
                                                 
101 “Pan Am Flight 103 Disaster,” Encyclopedia Brittanica, accessed Feburary 27, 2015, 
http://www.britannica.com/event/Pan-Am-flight-103-disaster. 
102 “Pan Am Flight 103/Lockerbie Air Disaster Archives,” Syracuse University, accessed Februrary 22, 
2015, http://archives.syr.edu/panam/. 
103 Hitchingham retired as Dean in 2011. Special Collections is a department within the University Library 
System at Virginia Tech. 
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more heartfelt items arrived, including signed banners, photographs, individual 
letters, poetry, decorated objects, mixed-media art, condolence books, plaques, 
origami cranes, and textiles, such as quilts.”104 
 
Local volunteers and members of Virginia Tech’s University Union Student Activities 
(UUSA) group scrambled to compile, display, and store the thousands of memorial items 
that were either places at makeshift memorials around campus or mailed to the student 
union.105  It was clear the university needed a more permanent solution. 
As the aftermaths of traumatic events are often dubious and unstable, the 
university possessed no official response for dealing with the plethora of condolence 
items.106  In coordination with UUSA and Hokies United, a student aid group first 
mobilized following the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks, the University Libraries 
was selected as the official repository of these materials.  Members of University 
Libraries quickly submitted a proposal to administration for storage space and funding to 
manage the unprecedented compilation of memorial items. In the following weeks, 
administration allocated storage space for the condolence items in an empty building in 
the university-owned site known as the Corporate Research Center (CRC), and also 
proffered funding, with which Kennelly hired six part-time workers with a connection to 
Virginia Tech. These six employees and the university archivist composed the primary 
group of individuals tasked with establishing the emotional collection of archival 
materials related to the outpouring of grief following the harrowing events of April 16th. 
ADVICE FROM PEERS 
                                                 
104 Purcell, “More Than Flowers,” 233. 
105 The UUSA is now known as Student Engagement and Campus Life. 
106 Members of UUSA sent out individual thank you notes to every single person that sent in a condolence 
item to the university with a valid return address. For an image of the note that was sent, see Appendix VI, 
Figure 1. 
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While Ed Galvin’s advice was instrumental in the establishment of a condolence 
collection, others also reached out to offer guidance during the tumultuous aftermath. In 
the following weeks, numerous individuals with connections to university-associated 
tragedies contacted Kennelly to provide advice on the development of a condolence 
collection. University archivists from Oklahoma State University were one such group. 
On January 27, 2001, a plane carrying members of the Oklahoma State Men’s Basketball 
team—six coaches and two players—crashed in Colorado, killing all on board. 
Employees of OSU Special Collections created the collection “Oklahoma State 
University Men's Basketball Team Plane Crash Collection” to assemble both media and 
condolence items associated with the event.107  Individuals from Bluffton University also 
contacted Kennelly to offer support because at the time, they too had just witnessed a 
collegiate tragedy. On March 2, 2007, only a few weeks before the shootings at Virginia 
Tech, a charter bus carrying members of the Bluffton University baseball team plunged 
off an overpass, tragically killing five students.108  Similar to archivists at Syracuse and 
OSU, librarians at Bluffton compiled materials related to the accident.109  Professionals 
from both of these universities contributed valuable insight to the agonizing process of 
approaching a collection of condolence materials related to tragedy. 
In addition to communicating through email, other individuals possessing similar 
experiences visited the Virginia Tech campus to aid in the development of the archive. 
                                                 
107 “Oklahoma State University Men’s Basketball Team Plane Crash Collection,” Archives Space, accessed 
April 4, 2015, http://archivespaces.library.okstate.edu:8081/repositories/3/resources/643. 
108 Brenda Goodman and Bob Driehaus, “Bus Carrying College Basketball Team Crashes, Killing 6,” New 
York Times, March 3, 2007, accessed February 22, 2016, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/03/03/us/03bus.html.  
109 Note: The collection is not currently available online. According to an email conversation with Bluffton 
University Librarian Carrie Phillips, archivists at the university are planning to digitize materials related to 
the 2007 bus accident for the ten-year anniversary that is approaching in 2017. 
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Employees of the Library of Congress (specifically those that were involved with 
documenting expressions of grief after September 11, 2001) met with Kennelly and 
members of Virginia Tech University Libraries the week following the shootings to assist 
in the formation of a basic collection development strategy.110  Initial brainstorming for 
this policy was recorded in a document titled “Criteria for Selection of Materials for the 
Permanent Prevail Archive.”111  In an article from 2012 documenting his experiences 
with the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archive, Dr. Purcell states that with the help of 
employees from the Library of Congress, the initial “baseline for the kinds of material to 
be part of the collection” included: “Reflections of popular culture; Sociological interest; 
Material from historically under-represented groups, such as letters from prisoners; 
Aesthetically pleasing, attractive, or expressive; Contributions from peer institutions; 
Contributions from different-focused academic institutions.”112  The notes recorded in 
this document assisted by guiding Kennelly through appraisal decisions of a variety of 
condolence materials.  
In addition to employees from the Library of Congress, anthropologist Sylvia 
Grider also physically visited the campus. Though not an archivist, Grider possesses 
extensive knowledge of spontaneous memorials and ephemeral shrines.113  As a professor 
in the Department of Anthropology at Texas Agricultural and Mechanical College (Texas 
A&M), Grider witnessed the aftermath of the collapse of the traditional “Aggie bonfire” 
on November 18, 1999, which killed twelve students. According to her faculty webpage, 
                                                 
110 Vargas “Preserving the Outpouring of Grief.”  
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113 Grider has written numerous articles and book chapters on the subject, including: “Spontaneous Shrines: 
A Modern Response to Tragedy and Disaster,” New Directions in Folklore 5 (October 2001) and  
“Spontaneous Shrines and Public Memorialization,” in Death and Religion in a Changing World, ed. 
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this traumatic event at Texas A&M prompted a change in her research focus from 
cultures of the American Southwest, to one focused on ephemeral response to grief; 
“after the fatal collapse of the Aggie bonfire in 1999, her research emphasis shifted to the 
documentation and analysis of so-called "spontaneous shrines" and roadside 
memorials.”114  As the premier scholar on this topic, Grider not only used her visit to 
Virginia Tech in 2007 to perform research for future publications, but she also met with 
Kennelly and provided her crucial background information on the formation and 
sociocultural significance of temporary memorials.115  
OBJECTIVE AND SCOPE OF THE COLLECTION 
Unlike some archival collections that aim to comprehensively document a specific 
event, individual, or topic, the objective of the April 16, 2007 Condolence Archives 
intends to explicitly chronicle the outpouring of grief for the community through the tens 
of thousands of condolence items sent to the university. The sheer number of condolence 
items (which Kennelly recounts as 89,000, not including the items that were given away 
to members of the community) drove the decision by Special Collections and the then 
newly-appointed Office of Recovery and Support to focus on collecting these ephemeral 
manifestations of grief, which would then be compiled into a condolence archive. 
Employees of Special Collections, the University Libraries, and the Office of Recovery 
and Support decided to explicitly document sympathy materials, rather than establish a 
seemingly-objective archive dedicated to retelling the events of April 16th. In “More 
                                                 
114 “Sylvia Grider,” Texas A&M Department of Anthropology, accessed March 3, 2015, 
http://anthropologyworldnews.tamu.edu/faculty/emeritus.php?ID=225. 
115 Note: Grider eventually published a chapter in a book comparing the aftermaths of the shootings at 
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Than Flowers Left Behind,” Purcell succinctly described the overall objective of the 
collection: 
“The collection was intended to be a representative sample of condolence 
material, as well as unique material and some born-digital images, for both 
research and display purposes. It would not include official documents, news 
footage, or clippings, but the addition of those items could form other 4/16-related 
collections.”116 
 
In addition to this objective, employees and volunteers also collaborated to 
establish a collection scope. Items to be housed within this archive were overwhelmingly 
classified as condolence or memorial items, which generally commemorated the victims, 
addressed the shooter, or offered compassion and hope to the campus and local 
community. In addition to these types of items, Kennelly also collected administrative 
emails, newspaper clippings, and magazine articles about the events of April 16, 2007. 
However, as the group involved in the creation of the archive decided to focus entirely on 
manifestations of grief, these supplementary, documentary materials were not included in 
the formal finding aid. 
At first, this collection of condolence items was called the ‘Prevail Archives,’ an 
ode to the moving convocation delivered by Virginia Tech professor and poet Nikki 
Giovanni at the symposium that occurred the day after the shootings on April 17, 2007.117  
However, families of some of the victims disagreed with the title, arguing that through 
their grief and initial shock, they had yet to prevail. In an effort to remain receptive and 
sensitive to the families’ requests, the collection was renamed the ‘April 16, 2007, 
                                                 
116 Purcell, “More Than Flowers Left Behind,” 237. 
117 On April 17, 2007, then President George W. Bush and Virginia Governor Tim Kaine attended a 
convocation on the Virginia Tech campus. Thousands of mourners filled the university’s basketball 
coliseum, eventually spilling over into the football stadium. Numerous speeches were delivered, but the 
most powerful was Nikki Giovanni’s address. For a full transcript of this speech, see “Transcript of Nikki 
Giovanni’s Convocation address,” We Remember, 
http://www.remembrance.vt.edu/2007/archive/giovanni_transcript.html. 
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Condolence Archives.’ Though the title of the collection changed, the overall primary 
objective as a condolence archive remained.  
As the years have passed since that tragic day, new perspectives are emerging. 
Time has allowed stages of grief to develop into hope, and with that, the collection is 
used less for mourning, and more for research. According to Kennelly, numerous 
scholars have visited Virginia Tech Special Collections to research the collection. This 
unique collection supports numerous trends in the study of grieving practices of societies 
following tragedy. The items in the collection, which include materials from all over the 
world, showcase the universality of ephemeral bereavement practices. Sadly too, as 
violent events continue to occur on campuses throughout the United States, the April 16, 
2007, Condolence Archives also bolsters comparative research on community response to 
mass-casualty shootings. As time continues to move further from that shocking day, the 
objectives of researchers who view the collection morph. The overall objective of the 
collection will not change, but the focus of future researchers may and probably will 
continue to transform.  
COLLECTION DEVELOPMENT 
Compared to many archives that seek out specific items to construct an archival 
narrative with a primary theme, materials now housed in the April 16, 2007, Condolence 
Archives were unexpectedly thrust upon employees of Virginia Tech Special Collections. 
With initial help from employees at the Library of Congress, Tamara Kennelly and 
members of the Virginia Tech University Libraries formulated a basic outline of themes 
for collection development, titled “Criteria for Selection of Materials for the Permanent 
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Prevail Archive.”118  This document included fifteen potential collecting areas, ranging 
from items sent from fellow universities, to unique materials considered “the weird, 
outliers.” This document also stipulated that special attention would be given to 
condolence items mentioning similar tragedies of sociological interest, particularly that of 
Columbine, as it was perhaps the most infamous school shooting prior to the events at 
Virginia Tech. Particular consideration was also applied to items specifically mentioning 
the academic departments of the College of Engineering, as well as the Department of 
Foreign Languages and Literature, as these departments lost the greatest percentage of 
students and faculty on April 16, 2007. Finally, the unofficial collection development 
policy also placed emphasis upon items related to the shooter and his Asian heritage. 
Materials that individually addressed the shooter, or memoriams that were written in 
Korean or received from South Korea were all considered a particular theme that needed 
to be addressed in the collection of condolence items.  
Members of the Library of Congress that visited campus in the week following 
the shooting originally recommended that Kennelly only keep 5-10% of the condolence 
items that either appeared on campus or were sent to the university. However, after 
primary cataloging of the nearly 100,000 condolence items, it was clear that the 
university would need to develop a larger collection. After discussions with the Dean of 
the University Libraries, Eileen Hitchingham, Special Collections was granted 500 cubic 
feet of storage space for the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives. Upon final count, the 
April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives utilizes every bit of this storage space, housing 517 
boxes, 17 map case drawers, and numerous standing racks. In sum, the finding aid for the 
                                                 
118 For an example of this document, see Appendix V. 
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collection is an extraordinary itemized report of an estimated 89,000 records, registering 
at 436 pages.119  
APPRAISAL 
Following the development of a basic collection development policy and the 
definition of the collection scope, Kennelly and the six part-time workers hired by 
Special Collections were tasked with appraising the nearly 100,000 condolence items. 
However, before appraisal decisions could even be made, the collection had to be sorted. 
Housed in numerous storage rooms at the CRC, the first task was to arrange the materials 
in order for the employees to gain a semblance of control over the collection. It was 
initially decided that the items should be sorted by the types of organizations from where 
they were sent. Workers divided the condolence items into groups such as colleges, high 
schools, businesses, government organizations, elementary schools, and individuals. 
However, this organizational schema proved ineffective because Kennelly could not 
examine similar items simultaneously; therefore, Kennelly decided to instead arrange the 
items by format, with each storage room representing a different type of material. 
Employees then divided the condolence items into groups such as textiles, banners, cards, 
and memorabilia. By arranging the items in this manner, Kennelly could more easily 
appraise individual items or sets of similar materials. 
As the sole university archivist at the time, Tamara Kennelly intimately knew 
every item and record that made a journey into Special Collections at Virginia Tech. The 
same occurred during the development of the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives. 
                                                 
119 “Virginia Tech April 16, 2007 Archives of the University Libraries, 2007-2010,” Virginia Tech Special 
Collections, accessed February 21, 2015, 
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Kennelly laid eyes on just about every one of the nearly 100,000 condolence items the 
university received. According to her, it was evident from the start of the appraisal 
process that the Library of Congress’ recommendation to keep only 5-10% of the 
condolence materials the university received was not a high enough percentage to 
account for all the unique materials sent in memorialization of the event. Instead, 
employees of Special Collections decided to disregard the percentage recommendation 
and focus on compiling a diverse collection of condolence materials, all of which had to 
be housed in the 500 cubic feet of storage space granted to Special Collections for this 
particular archive. 
Following the sorting of the items into groups based on format by part-time 
workers, Kennelly individually appraised each item according to the guidelines laid out 
in the informal collection development policy created with the assistance of employees 
from the Library of Congress.120  She specially noted and kept memorial materials that 
mentioned past tragedies (such as Columbine), identified victims by name, included notes 
of racism, or presented personal opinions about politics, war, or gun control.121  During 
the arduous appraisal process, she also explicitly set aside condolence items 
acknowledging the gunman. In association with these particular items, Kennelly decided 
to retain memorial materials that were sent from South Korea or written in Korean, as this 
was the nationality of the shooter. In accordance with the “Criteria for Selection of 
Materials for the Permanent Prevail Archive,” she kept materials shipped from 
universities similar to Virginia Tech, particularly condolence items from agricultural 
                                                 
120 For a copy of this document, see Appendix V. 
121 It is interesting to note that Tamara only specifically remembers two condolence items that featured 
racist comments out of the tens of thousands she appraised. 
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colleges or other land-grant schools. She also conserved materials from universities 
unlike Virginia Tech, or from those of rival schools, such as four large, painted plywood 
boards with messages of support from the University of Virginia.122   
While Special Collections was granted 500 cubic feet to store this exclusive 
collection of condolence items, this storage capacity would in no way provide enough 
space to keep all of the nearly 100,000 items sent to the university after the tragic events 
of April 16, 2007. In order to trim down the collection size, Kennelly did not keep 
materials that did not address facets of the “Criteria for Selection of Materials for the 
Permanent Prevail Archive” document. As stipulated in the informal appraisal policy, she 
also did not collect candles, flowers, or money.123   In terms of items that were acquired 
in abundance, Kennelly used sampling to curb the size of the collection. For example, 
Ray Thomas, a California resident and organizer of the ‘33,000 Crane Project,’ enlisted a 
group of volunteers to create 33,000 paper cranes—1,000 for each victim as well as 1,000 
for the shooter—in response to the events of April 16th. According to Japanese tradition, 
folding 1,000 paper cranes in someone’s honor promotes healing and recovery for friends 
and family. These 33,000 paper cranes were sent to Virginia Tech a few months after the 
shootings occurred, contributing to the thousands of paper cranes already received in 
memoriam.124  Logically, Kennelly did not have space in the collection for so many paper 
                                                 
122 Condolence materials sent from the University of Virginia are listed in the finding aid on pages 72-73 
(pages 10-11 in the pdf): “Series: Condolence, Subseries: Posters,” Virginia Tech Special Collections, 
accessed February 20, 2015, http://spec.lib.vt.edu/mss/4_16_Archives/posters.pdf. 
123 Flowers were too fragile and decayed quickly, so they were not preserved. There was such a large 
proliferation of candles that they were deemed unnecessary in the collection. Monetary contributions were 
transferred to the Office of Recovery and Support to be properly donated to funds for families or sent back 
to benefactor. 
124 To read about the history of the 33,000 paper cranes and their exhibition before they went through the 
appraisal process, see: Greg Esposito, “Cranes On Display At Virginia Tech,” The Roanoke Times, 
December 17, 2007, accessed April 1, 2016, http://articles.dailypress.com/2007-12-
17/news/0712160075_1_paper-cranes-origami-display-at-virginia-tech. 
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cranes, so she decided to sample the sets, preserving a small number of exceptionally 
beautiful or unique cranes among the thousands received. This smaller set (the 33,000 
cranes were whittled down to just 33) represents the larger collection of paper cranes that 
could not all be ingested into the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives due to space 
limitations.125  
The materials that were not kept to be preserved within the April 16, 2007, 
Condolence Archives were not simply discarded, as these items encompassed personal 
displays of strong emotion after a tragic event. Instead, items were distributed throughout 
the community of mourners. Families of victims were offered condolence materials, 
though many did not accept them. Proliferations of similar items (such as teddy bears and 
robes), were sent to Heritage Hall, a local nursing home and rehabilitation center located 
in Blacksburg. The university received a multitude of memorial stones, their size and 
weight too bulky to be included in a limited-space archival collection, so they were 
placed around the town for the community to enjoy. A number of mourners also donated 
or planted trees in honor of the victims, a type of item that clearly cannot be easily stored 
within an archival collection. Instead, trees given to the university were distributed across 
campus and the local community—particularly schools and organizations—to be planted 
in a variety of locations. Overall, Tamara Kennelly deftly accomplished the emotional 
task of appraisal of an unprecedented accumulation of condolence items, amassing the 
archival materials to be housed in the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives.  She 
                                                 
125 Examples of the smaller sets of paper cranes can be found in the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives 
finding aid in the ‘Textiles, Handcrafted, and Memorabilia’ section: “Series: Condolence, Subseries: 
Textiles, Handcrafted, and Memorabilia,” Virginia Tech Special Collections, accessed February 20, 2016, 
http://spec.lib.vt.edu/mss/4_16_Archives/textiles.pdf. 
For a picture of the sampling of 33 cranes kept from the original 33,000 see Appendix VI, Figure 2. 
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achieved this challenging task through individual curation and minute appraisal of items, 
all the while remaining conscientious of the items not to be included in the collection and 
donating them to the local community. 
TYPES OF MATERIALS  
The April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives contains a wide variety of condolence 
materials. In her 2001 article “Spontaneous Shrines: A Modern Response to Tragedy and 
Disaster,” Sylvia Grider described the types of memorial items generally placed at 
shrines: 
“The artifacts placed in spontaneous shrines are not random. My preliminary 
survey of various artifact assemblages revealed a consistent basic "vocabulary" 
which consists of flowers, votive candles, and a wide range of popular and 
material culture items appropriate to the event, including balloons, teddy bears 
and other stuffed animals, photographs, inscribed t-shirts, drawings, banners, 
posters, and other written expressions. Religious paraphernalia such as crosses, 
crucifixes, and angels are also frequently included. Many shrines contain books of 
condolence or blank sheets of plyboard or posters for passers-by to write down 
their personal inscriptions.”126 
 
Many of the items included within the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives match this 
description, as most were either retrieved from spontaneous shrines or sent to the 
university in affiliation to the tragedy. A glimpse at the finding aid of the collection 
reveals hundreds of banners, posters, books, photographs, poetry, and artwork, all 
corresponding to Grider’s survey.127  
While many of the items do conform to this generic definition of the types of 
artifacts often placed at memorials, the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives does 
possess some idiosyncratic pieces.  One of the items, sent in by a woman from Luray, 
                                                 
126 Grider: “Spontaneous Shrines.”  
127 “Virginia Tech April 16, 2007 Archives,” 
http://ead.lib.virginia.edu/vivaxtf/view?docId=vt/viblbv00656.xml. 
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Virginia, is a blonde-hair Barbie doll. This doll wears a hand-knit hat and dress in the 
style of a gown from the antebellum period. The dress features maroon and orange 
stripes—the school colors of Virginia Tech—along with 33 individual bows, representing 
the victims and the shooter.128  Another unique item housed in the April 16, 2007, 
Condolence Archives is letters or mementos from prisoners. A prisoner from Florida sent 
two handkerchiefs to the university following the tragedy. One of these handkerchiefs 
features 32 hand-drawn doves, with the names of each victim written beneath, in addition 
to an original poem.129  These items, along with various others, showcase the 
individualistic manifestation of grief following traumatic events.  
Other numerous, unique instances of memorialization are not housed in the April 
16, 2007, Condolence Archives, as they were either unable to be housed in the repository 
or intangible. As previously mentioned, many organizations donated trees to the 
university, to plant in honor of the victims. In one special example, tree saplings were 
donated and planted in Israel in memoriam of Professor Liviu Librescu, a survivor of the 
Holocaust and victim of the shootings at Virginia Tech on April 16, 2007. As a broad 
example of sympathy and respect, many universities and organizations throughout the 
United States flew flags at half-staff, a concept not immediately visible in the archive, but 
commemorated in photographs and news articles. Baylor University lit the tower of an 
administrative building in maroon and orange in April 2007, as a sign of support for the 
                                                 
128 “Item #451,” Virginia Tech Special Collections, accessed February 22, 2016, 
http://spec.lib.vt.edu/mss/4_16_Archives/textiles.pdf. For a photo of this condolence item, see Appendix 
VI, Figure 3. 
129 “Item #470,” Virginia Tech Special Collections, accessed February 21, 2016, 
http://spec.lib.vt.edu/mss/4_16_Archives/textiles.pdf. For a photo of this condolence item, see Appendix 
VI, Figure 4. 
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Virginia Tech community.130  Perhaps the most unique example of intangible 
commemoration occurred at Niagara Falls in New York. On April 22, 2007, Niagara 
Falls State Park used maroon and orange lights to bathe the waterfalls in Virginia Tech 
colors as a sign of respect and sympathy for the university.131  These abstract 
demonstrations of commemoration demonstrate the diverse array of responses to tragedy, 
illustrating that not all acts of memorialization can be housed in a box on a shelf. 
ARRANGEMENT OF THE COLLECTION 
The April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives contains tens of thousands of items and 
required a detailed organizational scheme to arrange the collection in a manner conducive 
to creating an effective finding aid.  After tinkering with the arrangement, Kennelly 
settled upon two main series—Series I: Condolence Series and Series II: Individual 
Collections. Series I: Condolence Series contains the bulk of the collection and houses 
condolence items retrieved from shrines or sent in to the university. It features twelve 
subseries, dividing the archived items by format into the following categories: Banners; 
Posters; Books of Condolences; Sound Materials; Videos, DVDs, CDs, and Slideshows; 
Correspondence; Photographs and Digital Images; Textiles, Memorabilia, Artwork, and 
Handcrafted Items; Poetry; Resolutions, Proclamations, Declarations, Bills, and Other 
Legislation; Books; and Sample Collection of Materials Received by Individual Families 
of Victims. Individual items or groups of materials in each subseries were then divided 
                                                 
130 “Baylor Tower Glows in Honor of Virginia Tech,” Baylor Media Communications, April 24, 2007, 
accessed March 24, 2016, 
http://www.baylor.edu/mediacommunications/news.php?action=story&story=45469. 
131 “Item #327,” Virginia Tech Special Collections, accessed February 22, 2016, 
http://spec.lib.vt.edu/mss/4_16_Archives/photographs.pdf. For a picture of Niagara Falls lit up in orange 
and maroon see: “Niagara Falls Tribute to Virginia Tech,” Netscape, accessed April 1, 2015, 
http://webcenters.netscape.compuserve.com/whatsnew/gallery.jsp?gname=wnew_niagara_falls&floc=wn-
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by donors and arranged alphabetically. The finding aid sections of each of the subseries 
reflect this organization.132  
Series II: Individual Collections is only a fraction of the size of Series I. This 
portion of the collection “contains items either sent to or specifically relating to the 
individuals who were killed on April 16, 2007.”133  Series II of the April 16, 2007, 
Condolence Archives is so small that it fits into two storage boxes. Items in this series 
were divided into groups based on the individual commemorated. These items were then 
arranged alphabetically by the last name of each victim. This series also includes 
condolence items specifically addressed to the shooter that are housed in a separate box 
placed at the very end of the series.134  Unlike Series I, the finding aid does not describe 
each separate item in detail. 
Another important archival function Kennelly had to consider in relation to this 
collection was generating metadata. As archives devoted to tragedy are often 
unprecedented and distinctive to the events with which they are associated, there was no 
guide to which she could reference for this function. According to Kennelly, description 
and metadata were a huge issue with which Special Collections had to contend. To best 
suit the collection, she decided to create a unique metadata schema that featured 54 
separate elements. This high level of detail extended the project by years; Kennelly 
finally “drew a line in 2010” after three years of processing. In her opinion, the collection 
is still not fully complete, as the finding aid needs updating and final editing. 
                                                 
132 The links to individual finding aids for the different subseries are listed at the bottom of this page: 
“Virginia Tech April 16, 2007 Archives of the University Libraries, 2007-2010,” Virginia Tech Special 
Collections, accessed April 4, 2016, http://ead.lib.virginia.edu/vivaxtf/view?docId=vt/viblbv00656.xml. 
133 Virginia Tech Special Collections, “Virginia Tech April 16, 2007 Archives.” 
134 “Series II: Individual Collections,” Virginia Tech Special Collections, accessed February 22, 2016, 
http://spec.lib.vt.edu/mss/4_16_Archives/individuals.pdf. 
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COPYRIGHT AND OWNERSHIP  
Most of the materials housed in the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives are 
ephemeral manifestations of grief, not necessarily intended to be preserved. Special 
Collections had to consider this before creating the official collection. As with the 
archival documentation of any tragedy (especially through the collection of memorial 
items left at spontaneous shrines), copyright and ownership issues blur into an indistinct 
set of generalized rules. In the instance of the aftermath of the tragedy Virginia Tech, 
Kennelly believes that as the items were deposited on campus or sent to the university, 
they were meant to be seen, and therefore could be housed in Special Collections without 
explicit permission from the creators. The director, Dr. Purcell, possesses a similar 
opinion. He concludes that because these physical expressions of emotion were intended 
to be shared with the public, they do not possess intellectual property rights, and are 
therefore rightly archived in the collection.  
While these opinions support the habitation of the condolence materials in the 
April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives, they do not provide proper legal answers to 
concerns of copyright. To prevent litigation, Special Collections includes the following 
statement on the homepage of the collection: “Unless otherwise noted, Virginia Tech 
owns the materials in the Virginia Tech April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives of the 
University Libraries, and retains copyright of the physical and digital materials that 
comprise the Archives.”135  While this statement seems all-encompassing, it has not 
prevented all instances of ownership complaints. Though occurrences are rare, Purcell 
does state that copyright issues have appeared when a few people who “gifted” items to 
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Special Collections requested to take them back for varying reasons. Though this generic, 
blanket statement seems to provide no definitive answer on the subject, Purcell explains 
that the current approach is the most practical, as “it would’ve been impossible for 
Special Collections to give advice on copyright to everyone when they were placing the 
items at memorials.” 
PATRON USE 
Not long after the initial establishment of the April 16, 2007, Condolence 
Archives, numerous patrons began requesting to view materials. Purcell states that “early 
users of and uses for the collection were frequent and encouraged, but that usage slowed 
the processing. Reporters, journalists, and writers consistently requested information 
about the collection, especially as the yearly anniversaries approached.”136  As the years 
have trickled past, the purpose of patron visits has transformed. Though the April 16, 
2007, Condolence Archives was originally intended as a compilation of condolence 
materials, use of the collection now extends far beyond just memorialization. Many 
patrons utilize the collection for research on a variety of topics, ranging from Western 
expressions of communal grief, or as in Sylvia Grider’s research interest, the 
development of spontaneous memorials after tragedy. Purcell provides a great overview 
of the numerous applications of the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives in his 2012 
article, “More Than Flowers Left Behind:” 
“The various occasions for remembrance at Virginia Tech resulted in many 
university uses of the material, such as campus exhibits and long-term loan 
requests for specific items. In official and unofficial capacities, dozens of classes 
and hundreds of students at Virginia Tech wanted face-to-face interaction with the 
material. Some of those classes used the material for the basis of assignments and 
projects. Special collections staff offered interested parties on-demand viewing of 
the collection and workspace. Other requests came from the contributors of 
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material, mostly artists, who literally wanted to see what they had sent to Virginia 
Tech many months—if not several years—before. Having a detailed database 
with a field for “creators” made identification and retrieval of those objects more 
efficient. The staff of special collections also made use of the collection for 
several in-house exhibits on 4/16 and for other campus displays.”137 
 
EXHIBITION 
Every year on the anniversary of the shootings, staff at Special Collections select 
materials from the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives to form an exhibition. Each year 
the exhibit features a different theme; past themes have included condolence art and 
digital media pieces. The most recent exhibition from 2015 (titled “Creating to Heal: An 
exhibit of quilts and recordings from the April 16th condolence archives”) was centered 
on hand-made quilts and video/sound recordings sent to the university as sympathy 
pieces.138  With the help of curators from Virginia Tech art faculty and museum 
specialists, the yearly exhibition is displayed in the library and open to the public. 
Selecting the materials to be displayed is an ambiguous task. As the primary archivist 
involved with the collection, Kennelly must constantly remain sensitive to the sentiment 
of both the community and the families of the victims when curating the items. She never 
presents condolence items that address or portray the shooter in conjunction with ones 
associated with victims of the event. Though she is hyper-aware of the potential to 
aggrieve when developing these exhibits, they still are not always welcomed by the 
public.  For example, she once displayed hand-rendered caricatures of the victims sent in 
to the university in the aftermath. However, they received criticism from the public, and 
many of the families found them “strange and insensitive.” The caricatures were taken 
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138 Past exhibition titles and descriptions can be found on the yearly webpages of Virginia Tech Day of 
Remembrance activities. “2015 Day of Remembrance,” We Remember, accessed April 1, 2016, 
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down and ultimately stored away on the shelves of Special Collections, not to be 
displayed in the near future. Overall, Kennelly states that the goal in displaying items 
from the collection is to not offend the families involved and remain conscious of the 
surrounding community. 
PERSONAL EXPERIENCE 
Only archivists with similar experiences documenting tragedy can understand the 
harrowing process Tamara Kennelly and employees of Special Collections encountered 
when developing the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives. The ordeal was surely 
mentally, physically, and psychologically exhausting. Traumatic events, such as the one 
that occurred at Virginia Tech, are completely unwarranted; no one at the university 
could have properly prepared to react to the situation. The immediate aftermath was 
enigmatic, as evidenced in the early developmental stages of the collection. As the sole 
university archivist in 2007, Kennelly was alone when she confronted a highly-poignant 
collection of condolence materials. When interviewed by the Washington Post four 
months after the events, she described her emotional state while processing the thousands 
of condolence items: “there is only so much distance one can maintain while poring 
through the archived items hour after hour, day after day. Every letter must be read by 
someone. Every item must be logged and photographed....I think everyone's had 
moments where they've gone into the bathroom and cried.”139  
Dr. Purcell’s experience with the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives greatly 
differs from Kennelly’s, as he was not employed by the university at the time of the 
event. As previously stated, Dr. Purcell did not become the Director of Special 
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Collections until November of 2007, six months after the tragedy occurred. Because of 
his absence, Purcell does not feel as intimately connected to the collection as employees 
that were employed by Virginia Tech at that time. He states that he is fortunate for this 
disconnect: “I believe that being an “outsider” (i.e., I was not there during 4/16) was 
advantageous from a long-term archival perspective.”140  Though he was not an active 
witness to the events of April 16th, Purcell explains that he has “become an insider in the 
unfortunate archival world of documenting tragedies. My perspective on the collection of 
tragedy under my purview is valuable for others who are faced with similar, difficult 
responsibilities.”141  The personal experiences of both Kennelly and Purcell have been 
beneficial to archivists tasked with similar responsibilities, as they have provided 
numerous colleagues with valuable advice on the difficult process of archiving 
condolence materials. 
PROVIDING ADVICE 
Just as she was offered advice from professional peers in the archival field, 
Kennelly has also provided extensive guidance to colleagues tasked with archiving the 
aftermath of a tragedy. On February 14, 2008, less than one year after the events at 
Virginia Tech, Northern Illinois University experienced a similar campus shooting. 
Kennelly contacted archivists at the university and contributed advice during the 
immediate aftermath. In 2011, she reached out to the staff of United States 
Representative Gabrielle Giffords, after she and eighteen others were shot at a local 
constituency meeting in Arizona.142   Later that year, she also offered direction to 
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archivists at the American University in Cairo, to aid their developmental process of a 
collection dedicated to documenting the democratic uprisings of the Arab Spring. 
Following the heartbreaking shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary School in 2012, 
Kennelly contacted local officials and offered suggestions on how to archive the 
extensive range of condolence items received by the community. Finally, she also spoke 
with archivists at the University of California - Santa Barbara, after six students were 
murdered in the spring of 2014. While every tragic event is unique, only Kennelly and a 
minute group of fellow archivists with extensive experience documenting tragedy can 
provide emotional and professional support to associates in the field facing similar 
situations.  
Where Kennelly has provided advice directly to fellow colleagues, Dr. Purcell has 
published articles in academic journals, providing a multitude of professionals with 
generic guidance on the process of archiving the aftermath of a traumatic event. Not long 
after the events of April 16, 2007, Archival Outlook published a brief article written by 
Purcell in 2008. This article, “Documenting Tragedy: The Prevail Archives at Virginia 
Tech,” succinctly described the early development of a collection devoted to condolence 
items sent to the university.143  In 2012, Purcell published a more comprehensive article 
recounting the evolution of the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives. In addition to an 
exhaustive description of its development, Purcell also presents advice to colleagues 
confronted with similar involvement. In this article he states:  
“My experiences with this collection are useful for archivists faced with planning, 
building, and providing access to their own collections of tragedy, or collections 
that suddenly form and are deposited on your doorstep. It may be impossible to 
separate yourself emotionally from tragedies, but as archivists we have the 
                                                 
143 Purcell, “Documenting Tragedy,” 23. 
  62 
responsibility for documenting and collecting evidence about unfortunate events, 
whether natural or human-made.”144 
 
As they are members of the small group of archival professionals with involvement in a 
traumatic event, Kennelly and Purcell can provide practical advice to colleagues tasked 
with the process of documenting tragedy. 
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V. DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
This case study of the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives provides important 
implications for the archival profession. First, the formation of this collection presents the 
complexities of collection development within an unparalleled and emotional context. 
Second, research on this topic also has the potential to bolster professional literature on 
the memorialization of tragedies, development of spontaneous shrines, and the creation of 
condolence archives. Finally, this research illustrates a detailed precedent for future 
archivists to consult, especially ones developing collections devoted to traumatic events. 
In addition to basic collection development factors (such as scope, objective, appraisal, 
and exhibition), archivists must also recognize their critical roles in terms of material 
culture and memorialization, and the production of collective memory. By 
acknowledging their influential positions as facilitators of memory and culture, archivists 
can develop insightful collections of materials assigned with documenting tragedy. 
COLLECTION DEVELOPMENT 
According to Purcell, “archives, special collections, libraries, and museums can 
play an important role in documenting historically significant tragedies.”145  The 
development of the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives demonstrates how “archivists 
play a crucial role in documenting first reactions, response, recovery, and eventually 
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remembrance” in the aftermath of a traumatic event.146  As instances of spontaneous 
memorials following fateful events continue to rise, increasing numbers of archivists will 
be tasked with constructing archival collections related to condolence memorabilia. An 
exhaustive examination of the processes carried out by employees of Virginia Tech 
Special Collections in the formation of this collection provides professional lessons to 
individuals encumbered with similar responsibilities. Before collecting materials, 
archivists must first scrutinize the ethics of dismantling and preserving materials from a 
spontaneous shrine. Regarding collection development, archivists must also clearly 
define the objective and scope of the collection, as well as establish precise criteria for 
appraisal. Finally, it is also necessary for supervisory archivists to remain extremely 
conscious of the well-being of their employees, as they could be greatly affected by the 
somber tone of the condolence material.  
ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR SPONTANEOUS MEMORABILIA 
According to Erika Doss, “expectations that temporary memorials should be 
saved—and even made—by America’s public museums raise enormous practical and 
ethical questions, which museum professionals themselves struggle to answer.”147  
Though she is specifically referencing museums in this quote, similar parallels can be 
applied to archives. Before deciding to compile materials for a condolence archive, it is 
necessary for archivists to acknowledge the sentiments of the community. As 
spontaneous shrines are generated in the immediate aftermath of a tragedy, their initial 
function is to aid in mourning. If archivists were to rapidly disassemble a memorial to 
create an archival collection, they would disrupt this vital objective and the process of 
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public bereavement.  As stated in Sylvia Grider’s 2001 article, “Spontaneous Shrines: A 
Modern Response to Tragedy and Disaster,” 
“Collecting the memorabilia from spontaneous shrines is a complicated, 
painstaking, and emotional process that necessarily entails wise local decisions 
regarding jurisdiction, conservation needs, and long-term agreements for storage 
as well as funding to support the endeavor. Methodologies of archiving, curation, 
and conservation of spontaneous shrines are complex and generally require 
professional input, especially the conservation of fragile items damaged by 
weather and exposure. At this time, there are only a few professionally managed 
collections of artifacts from spontaneous shrines.”148 
 
This quote captures the sophisticated planning that is crucial before the assembly of 
condolence materials into an archival collection.  
OBJECTIVE OF THE COLLECTION 
While the development of routine archival collections may take weeks or months 
to negotiate, archivists in the position of documenting tragedy possess very little time. In 
her description of the fragility of spontaneous shrines, Grider asserts that “because of the 
fragile quality of most of the artifacts from which they are created, spontaneous shrines 
are temporary. Within a few days or weeks, the natural forces of weather and direct 
sunlight rapidly damage and ultimately destroy these artifacts, especially paper and 
artworks that were never intended to remain out of doors.”149  After the decision to 
collect is made, archivists must quickly work to preserve aspects of spontaneous shrines, 
whether through photographs of memorials, or by transferring condolence items to safer 
storage facilities. While conditions are not ideal, archivists may have to work to establish 
the collection objective and scope while simultaneously compiling materials, as was the 
case in the development of the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives.  
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When deciding on an overall objective for a tragedy-affiliated collection, 
archivists should take numerous deliberations into account, including recommendations 
from university or institutional officials, as well propositions from constituents in their 
local communities. The official objective of the collection must affirm the overall 
trajectory of the narrative, of which the materials collected will provide the structure. In 
the case of the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives, the objective of the collection is to 
solely document the condolence items that converged on campus after the event. Other 
collections about tragedies, such as the archival collection at Northern Illinois University, 
possess wider objectives, covering not only condolence items, but also official reports 
and correspondence. Decisions about the objective of the collection may be difficult to 
conclude, as they involve a variety of input from numerous stakeholders during an 
emotionally-volatile period in the aftermath of a traumatic event. 
COLLECTION SCOPE 
After establishing the overall objective, archivists must then determine the scope 
of the collection. While shaping the scope of an archival collection about a tragedy, it is 
necessary for archivists to confer with professionals from a variety of perspectives. Dr. 
Purcell reiterates this concept in his detailed narrative of the development of the April 16, 
2007, Condolence Archives: 
“As with collecting material about any other event, it is important for archivists 
documenting tragedy to remember that no individual or group “owns” the event. 
Instead, documenting tragic events is a shared responsibility among many. In fact, 
having both “insider” and “outsider” perspectives on planning, managing, and 
possibly expanding the scope of the material will result in a richer and more 
powerful research collection. How the event is remembered and commemorated 
may ultimately be tied to the work of archivists. The passage of time, changing 
memories, and research from archival collections, may redefine the tragic 
event.”150 
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Consulting a diverse range of individuals during the development of a collection’s scope 
will result in a richer compilation of materials, and ultimately a more comprehensive 
chronicle of an event.  
There are numerous facets to consider during the formation of collection scope; 
however, perhaps the most contentious aspect is the decision to include materials related 
to the perpetrator(s) of a traumatic event. This may be an extremely delicate verdict in the 
immediate aftermath of a tragedy. Following the shooting at Columbine High School in 
1999, fifteen crosses were erected near the school, including one for each of the thirteen 
victims and two for the shooters. The parents of some of the victims became so incensed 
by the memorialization of the perpetrators alongside the victims that they destroyed the 
two crosses dedicated to the shooters.151  In a similar controversy following the events of 
April 16th at Virginia Tech, a thirty-third stone representing the shooter was placed at a 
spontaneous memorial. This stone was anonymously removed and replaced multiple 
times as members of the community negotiated their grief after the violent deaths of 
thirty two students and faculty.152  As evidenced in these past events, an archivist’s 
decision to collect materials associated with a perpetrator may be controversial. 
Ultimately, archivists must deliberate the resolution with colleagues and contemplate 
community input before deciding upon this contentious facet.  
ARCHIVAL APPRAISAL 
After the objective and scope have been defined, archivists must then consider 
appraisal criteria for the collection. There are numerous factors to contemplate, such as 
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potential patrons of the archives and techniques to be utilized to comb through mountains 
of materials. In his article “The Symbolic Significance of Archives,” James O’Toole 
warns archivists that appraisal decisions can easily become muddled: “any archivist who 
has supervised a collection knows that an ingenious researcher can find uses for records 
that no creator, collector, or curator ever imagined. Thus, virtually any archival record, no 
matter how esoteric or bizarre, might be put to a use that could be fairly characterized as 
practical.”153  Considering this statement, archivists must rely on clearly delineated 
criteria to appraise items to ultimately prevent the accumulation of repetitive or 
inapplicable materials. 
Many archival institutions approach the appraisal process through the 
development of a collection development or appraisal policy. In the case of Virginia Tech 
Special Collections (as may happen at other repositories of condolence collections), an 
individual document for collection development criteria was created to specifically shape 
the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives. This document, “Criteria for Selection of 
Materials for the Permanent Prevail Archive,” was created after consultation with 
numerous archival professionals with backgrounds in collections devoted to traumatic 
events.154  The fifteen basic areas of collection interest described in this document 
influenced the types of materials to be housed in the collection. Without it, combing 
through tens of thousands of condolence materials would have been an insurmountable 
feat. An analysis of the appraisal procedures undertaken during the development of the 
April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives provides constructive instruction to fellow 
archivists establishing collections related to tragedy. 
                                                 
153 O’Toole, “The Symbolic Significance of Archives,” 238. 
154 For a copy of “Criteria for Selection of Materials for the Permanent Prevail Archive,” see Appendix V. 
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EMOTIONAL HEALTH AND SUPPORT 
Examining thousands of condolence materials during the appraisal process may 
be emotionally taxing on archivists and employees. Therefore, it is essential that 
supervisory archivists remain sensitive to the emotional and psychological condition of 
their coworkers. Dr. Purcell notes this concept in “More Than Flowers Left Behind:” 
“Remember that the people (whether faculty, staff, or students) working with 
emotionally charged material are still people and can be greatly affected by what 
they are dealing with on a daily basis. If someone processing the materials asks to 
be taken off the project, respect their wishes. Offer counseling services and 
flexibility from the beginning and throughout the project.”155  
 
After the tragedy at Virginia Tech, free counseling sessions were offered to Tamara 
Kennelly and the six part-time workers assigned to the project. Employees were also 
provided ample break time to escape the highly affective materials, as they were 
constantly surrounded by ephemeral evidence of grief. Overall, the exploration of the 
development of the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives—particularly the topics of 
objective, scope, archival appraisal, and emotional involvement—provides important 
collection development implications for archival professionals confronted with similar 
circumstances. 
MATERIAL CULTURE AND MEMORIALIZATION 
According to Kenneth Foote, “the value of turning to episodes of violence and 
tragedy lies in the fact that the memory of such events is so prone to be held in tension. A 
society's need to remember is balanced against its desire to forget, to leave the memory 
behind and put the event out of mind.”156  The overall public perception of tragic events 
is negotiated through the process of leaving condolence materials at a spontaneous shrine. 
                                                 
155 Purcell, “More Than Flowers Left Behind,” 240-241. 
156 Foote, “To Remember and Forget,” 385. 
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The collection and preservation of these materials further transforms public memory. It is 
in this process that material culture gains its clout. As stated by Joan Schwartz and Terry 
Cook, “this represents enormous power over memory and identity, over the fundamental 
ways in which society seeks evidence of what its core values are and have been, where it 
has come from, and where it is going. Archives, then, are not passive storehouses of old 
stuff', but active sites where social power is negotiated, contested, confirmed.”157  It is in 
condolence archives, then, where material culture intersects with public memory and the 
ultimate remembrance of traumatic events is mediated. 
MATERIAL SPEAK 
In her examination of the modern trend of “memorial mania,” Erika Doss declares 
that “the meaning of material culture rests in how things evoke memories, sustain 
thoughts, constitute political conditions, and conjure states of being.”158  In this sense, 
materials are not passive objects, but rather active participants in the shaping of culture. 
Condolence materials placed at memorials are particularly formative; ”these spontaneous 
shrines are among the deepest expressions of our shared humanity, combining ritual, 
pilgrimage, performance art, popular culture, and traditional material culture.”159  All 
condolence materials possess a voice and a perspective, coloring an archive with a 
diverse context, and ultimately swaying public perception of an event. There are 
numerous examples of this unique form of communication in the April 16, 2007, 
Condolence Archives. Though rare, the collection does possess two materials featuring 
racist comments about the shooter, showcasing the confrontational aftermath of violence, 
                                                 
157 Schwartz and Cook, “Archives, Records, and Power: the Making of Modern Memory,” 1. 
158 Doss, Memorial Mania: Public Feeling in America, 71. 
159 Grider: “Spontaneous Shrines: A Modern Response to Tragedy and Disaster.” 
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and the lingering distrust of foreign students. Historian Paul Williams summarizes these 
mystical, unspoken, conversational powers of material culture in his book Memorial 
Museums: “in short, there is something about remnant objects that remains, especially in 
the context of loss and destruction, little understood on a psychosocial level: they exist at 
the intersection of authentic proof, reassurance, and melancholia.”160  
OBJECTS OF MOURNING 
As Williams asserts in the previous quote, materials related to tragedy invariably 
possess elements of sorrow. Evidence of this somber nature is clearly apparent in 
condolence materials left at memorials or spontaneous shrines. According to Elizabeth 
Hallam and Jenny Hockey, “material culture mediates our relationships with death and 
the dead; objects, images and practices, as well as places and spaces, call to mind or are 
made to remind us of the deaths of others and of our own mortality.”161  These objects of 
mourning not only negotiate the concept of death with individuals, but they also influence 
the grief of the public at large—“however ephemeral the stuff of temporary memorials 
(and such stuff that is not, actually, that ephemeral), significance is found in how it 
mediates, permits, and encourages the social release of grief.”162  In the case of the 
shootings at Virginia Tech, once a few individuals sent in condolence banners and 
posters, suddenly thousands flooded in after media attention. Overall, the (now) common 
practice of placing ephemeral items at memorials “demonstrates the faith that 
contemporary audiences place in things to negotiate complex moments and events, such 
as traumatic death.”163  
                                                 
160 Williams, Memorial Museums, 50. 
161 Hallam and Hockey, Death, Memory & Material Culture, 2. 
162 Doss, Memorial Mania, 71. 
163 Doss, The Emotional Life of Contemporary Public Memorials, 15. 
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MORPHING ROLES OF MATERIALS 
While these materials may start out as physical manifestations of mourning, their 
meaning is transformed as they are collected and preserved. Doss describes this 
metamorphosis of memorials in her book, The Emotional Life of Contemporary 
Memorials: “these memorials are mercurial by nature: they may originate as ephemeral 
forms and sites of commemoration but as they are photographed and collected 
(increasingly, the objects of many temporary memorials are saved and stored), they enter 
into new taxonomic registers.”164   This evolution of meaning is evident among materials 
housed in the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives today. As the years have passed since 
that tragic day, patron use of the archives has transformed from one of grief, to one of 
remembrance and research.  Kenneth Foote views the morphing context of material 
objects as a form of temporal conversation; "unlike verbal and nonverbal action, which is 
ephemeral and disappears as it occurs, the physical durability of objects, artifacts, and 
documents allows them to be passed from person to person and from place to place over 
long periods of time. Their durability defines them as communicational resources that can 
be used to transmit information beyond the bounds of interpersonal contact.”165  The 
transformative nature of material culture facilitates a vacillating interpretation of 
collective memory, shaping the public’s perception of traumatic events in the past, 
present, and future. 
COLLECTIVE MEMORY 
Archivists, as a profession, are institutors of public perception and social 
influence. By preserving and curating collections of communicative material objects, they 
                                                 
164 Ibid, 8. 
165 Foote, “To Remember and Forget,” 379. 
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are directly influencing collective memory. The theory of archives as facilitators of this 
concept is prevalent in academic literature. Foote tackles the subject in his article, “To 
Remember and Forget.” He presents two definitions of collective memory: 
“1. First, as discussed in sociology and psychology, collective memory refers to 
beliefs and ideas held in common by many individuals that together produce a 
sense of social solidarity and community.” 
2. “In the second sense...the term implies that many individuals and organizations 
act collectively to maintain records of the past, even if these records are shaped by 
the demands of contemporary life.”166 
 
This double meaning places archives at the center of the development of cultural values, 
brandishing leverage over public memory and demonstrating power as a profession. 
ARCHIVES AS MEMORY 
Archivist Trons Jacobsen asserts that “archives are frequently characterized as 
crucial institutions of social memory, and many professional activities are considered 
forms of memory preservation.”167  Collective memory is not a stable, permanent 
concept. Both archivists and the passage of time contribute to the fluctuating public 
perception of the past through the preservation of material objects. According to Foote, 
“the durability of many artifacts and other traces of the past also engenders a feeling of 
accretion. The addition is cumulative: each year, each generation, contributes more to the 
scene. The sense of accretion is rooted in temporal asymmetry.”168  As previously stated, 
the essence of material objects changes with time, therefore altering the collective 
memory associated with that item. Materials preserved in the April 16, 2007, Condolence 
Archives relay the grief of the community and the outpouring of support from local, 
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national, and international sources. They have, and will continue, to define public 
memory of the event. 
As preservers of these dynamic materials, archivists express influence as a 
profession. Jacobsen cites the development of memory as a primary tenet of the archival 
field:  
“archivists sometimes use memory as shorthand to articulate their social 
responsibilities and the function of archives in society, sometimes casually and 
sometimes critically. Despite its notoriety as too often an unexamined totem, 
memory also has the capacity to suggest a profound sense of purpose. Archivists 
use it to talk to one another and their constituencies. They also use memory self-
reflexively to consider what they do and the meaning and purpose of the archives 
they keep.”169 
 
This quote demonstrates the authority archives possess as repositories of cultural 
memory, and it also provides a sense of purpose for archival processes. As individuals 
responsible for the collective consciousness of the past, archivists developing condolence 
archives ultimately (and sometimes inadvertently) determine how the event will be 
remembered. This concept is especially important in the present era, as sadly, tragedies 
and subsequent condolence archives are becoming ever more common. 
ARCHIVES AS POWER  
As the decisive sources of cultural memory, archivists brandish implicit but 
immense power. According to Joan Schwartz and Terry Cook, “archives - as records - 
wield power over the shape and direction of historical scholarship, collective memory, 
and national identity, over how we know ourselves as individuals, groups, and 
societies.”170  This power primarily stems from the theory of archival appraisal—
archivists have the ultimate say in what materials are weeded from a collection, and 
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which ones are preserved, thus dictating collective memory. It is necessary for archivists 
to recognize this power to prevent negligent or purposeful subjectivity among collections. 
Archivists establishing collections devoted to documenting tragedy may not encounter 
this at such extreme levels as “spontaneous shrines and the archiving of objects contained 
within have reshaped the construction of memory through a plurality of voices.”171  
Regardless, all archivists—whether involved in the development of condolence archives 










                                                 
171 Hebert, “Digital Memorialization,” 15. 
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IV. CONCLUSION 
The development of the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives was an arduous 
process for all involved. From the initial appearance of spontaneous shrines hours after 
the shootings, to the publication of the 436 page finding aid in 2010, the collection took 
over three years to form and solidify. As this process was extensive, so too was research 
on the collection. To fully comprehend the evolution of the condolence archive following 
the tragic events of that April morning, an exploration of relevant literature was 
necessary. Spontaneous shrines, documenting tragedy, and managing sites of trauma 
were all applicable topics to explore in relation to the events that occurred at Virginia 
Tech, as these concepts were all present in the immediate aftermath. The subjects of 
archival appraisal, material culture, and the development of collective memory were 
examined in specific relation to the development of the April 16, 2007, Condolence 
Archives. As precedents to the collection, the events and associated archives of the 
Oklahoma City bombing, the Columbine High School shooting, and the September 11, 
2001 terrorist attacks were researched to note both similarities and differences among 
archives that chronicle tragedy. Finally, a minute investigation of the sparse literature 
detailing the particular establishment of the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives 
provided basic background information on the event and the processes undertaken to 
establish this notable collection. 
To gain a detailed explanation of the development of the April 16, 2007, 
Condolence Archives and its associated themes, employees from Virginia Tech Special 
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Collections were individually interviewed. University Archivist Tamara Kennelly, the 
primary archivist responsible for the creation of the condolence collection, furnished 
detailed insight into the initial establishment of the collection and the processes 
undertaken to consolidate it, including the determination of objective and scope, 
collection development, appraisal, organization, and exhibition. The Director of Special 
Collections, Dr. Aaron Purcell, contributed insight into concerns about copyright and 
ownership as well as patron use of the collection. Both individuals shared personal 
reflections on the emotional nature of the materials and explained advice they have 
suggested to colleagues confronted with similar tasks. Information inferred from these 
interviews fills a gap in the literature on the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives, as 
many of these themes have never been documented or explored. 
Information extracted from these interviews contributed to an examination of the 
themes of collection development, material culture, and collective memory. Collection 
development is increasingly becoming a viable topic following traumatic events, as 
greater numbers of archivists are tasked with documenting tragedy. For institutions 
interested in preserving condolence materials, it is necessary for archivists to ponder the 
ethical considerations of collecting and dismantling memorials or spontaneous shrines. 
Collection development of condolence archives also involves extensive negotiation 
between numerous stakeholders in the community, particularly for the areas of objective, 
collection scope, and archival appraisal. Finally, supervisory archivists must be 
constantly aware of their coworker’s emotional health, as well as their own when dealing 
with materials of bereavement. Collecting, appraising, and preserving condolence 
materials can be a destressing, career-altering experience. 
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Research into the development of the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives is also 
pertinent to the study of material culture and memorialization. As physical examples of 
personal grief, condolence memorabilia represents more than just ephemeral kitsch. 
Compiled together into shrines following tragedies, these highly sentimental items 
display and relay the public’s sorrow. This finite example of material culture is an act of 
mourning, and condolence materials possess compelling communicative powers. These 
materials speak not only to viewers in the immediate aftermath of a traumatic event, but 
also interact with patrons long after a tragedy. By preserving condolence materials in an 
archival collection, the essence of material culture morphs into one of bereavement, to 
one of hope, remembrance, and research. 
The concept of collective memory is highly applicable to the April 16, 2007, 
Condolence Archives at Virginia Tech. As condolence items are conversational examples 
of material culture, they influence public perception of traumatic events. This in turn 
impacts the development of collective memory; therefore, archives that house these 
objects are bellwethers of public thought. The unspoken persuasion of material objects 
grants archives immense influence over perception of the past. By remaining aware of 
this power, archivists can create unique collections of materials dedicated to traumatic 
events, transmitting a plurality of perspectives to future patrons. 
Overall, research completed in this case study has many important implications to 
archival professionals. An exploration of the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives and its 
associated themes can foster discussion on the archiving of condolence materials and 
bolster future research on the sparsely-investigated, but increasingly palpable topic. The 
meticulous examination of the processes executed to develop this collection can provide 
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precedential research for similar calamitous events. Unfortunately, as large-scale public 
tragedies seem ever more present in the media, increasing examples of condolence 
collections will appear. Research on the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives at Virginia 
Tech provides future archival professionals with an indispensable guide if they are ever 
unexpectedly responsible for documenting tragedy.  
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VII. APPENDICES 
APPENDIX I – EMAIL REQUEST FOR INTERVIEW 
Dear [archivist’s personal name], 
 
My name is Rachel Goatley and I am a graduate student in the School of Information and 
Library Science Department at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. I am 
currently working on my master’s paper, which intends to analyze the appraisal and 
collection development decisions of university archivists at Virginia Tech following the 
April 16, 2007 shootings. I specifically want to examine the collection housed in the 
April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives. I am emailing you to request an interview as a 
portion of my research. As you were one of the archivists involved in the creation of the 
collection, I would like to ask questions regarding your experience. This interview should 
take around 1 hour and will be audio-recorded for accurate transcription purposes. Please 
let me know if you are willing to participate, and we can schedule a time to meet. 
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APPENDIX II – INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD EXEMPTION EMAIL TEXT 
 
Date: 10/29/2015  
RE: Notice of IRB Exemption 
Exemption Category: 2.Survey, interview, public observation  
Study #: 15-2523 
 
Study Title: Documenting Tragedy: Archival Appraisal, Material Culture, and Collective 
Memory (A Case Study of the Virginia Tech April 16th Condolence Archives) 
 
This submission has been reviewed by the Office of Human Research Ethics and was 
determined to be exempt from further review according to the regulatory category cited 
above under 45 CFR 46.101(b).  
 
Study Description:  
 
Purpose: to understand the appraisal decisions of archivists at Virginia Tech when they 
were developing the April 16th Condolence Archives 
 
Participants: archivists at Virginia Tech 
 




If your study protocol changes in such a way that exempt status would no longer apply, 
you should contact the above IRB before making the changes. There is no need to inform 
the IRB about changes in study personnel. However, be aware that you are responsible 
for ensuring that all members of the research team who interact with subjects or their 
identifiable data complete the required human subjects training, typically completing the 
relevant CITI modules.   
 
The IRB will maintain records for this study for 3 years, at which time you will be 
contacted about the status of the study. 
 
The current data security level determination is Level II. Any changes in the data security 
level need to be discussed with the relevant IT official. If data security level II and III, 
consult with your IT official to develop a data security plan. Data security is ultimately 
the responsibility of the Principal Investigator. 
 
Please be aware that approval may still be required from other relevant authorities or 
"gatekeepers" (e.g., school principals, facility directors, custodians of records), even 
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APPENDIX III – INFORMED CONSENT FORMS 
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APPENDIX IV – INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
QUESTIONS FOR TAMARA KENNELLY 
 
How did the creation of the April 16, 2007, Condolence Archives come about? 
 
What was the primary objective of this collection? Was it to document the events, the 
aftermath, or memorialize the victims? 
 
How was the scope of the collection defined? 
 
What primary appraisal technique and/or method did you use in the appraisal of items for 
the collection? Did you use a combination of methods, or did you create your own 
appraisal ideology? 
 
Did you follow any precedents (i.e. methods of other archives dedicated to documenting 
tragic events--OKC, 9/11) in the appraisal selection of materials? 
 
Did you receive any advice from academia or appraisal experts on the selection of 
materials? 
 
How did you deal with the pressure of time and collecting millions of delicate and easily 
destructible items? 
 
Did you feel any pressure from higher administration to collect specific items and/or 
from specific perspectives? Were there any items you were told to specifically leave out? 
 
How did you, as a university archivist and member of the Virginia Tech community, 
remove yourself from the emotional situation and try to remain objective? Or do you 
believe objectivity is impossible in situations such as this? 
 
How did you appraise millions of the same object (ex: cards)? Were there specific 
requirements that had to be met (for example, uniqueness) in order for you to officially 
acquire an item? 
 
How did you handle ownership issues with items that were not necessarily intended to be 
preserved (ephemeral objects), but were temporary expressions of grief? 
 
What types of items did you specifically not keep, and for what reasons? 
 
Were digital materials appraised in the same manner as analog ones? 
 
Sadly, as mass casualty events are becoming ever more prevalent in the United States, 
have you considered writing a guide or documenting the appraisal process used by the 
Virginia Tech Special Collections in 2007? 
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Is the appraisal of the collection complete and dedicated entirely to the events of 2007, or 
do you continually ingest more items each year (specifically around the time of the 
memorial each year)? 
 
As 8 years have now passed since the event, do you look back and consider different 
courses of action and/or appraisal for the collection? 
 
QUESTIONS FOR AARON PURCELL 
 
You were hired after the tragedy occurred. How did you, as an archivist, prepare to enter 
an emotional work context? 
 
Did you read any literature on grief or the development of spontaneous memorials? If so, 
what? 
 
Did you contact any other archivists with similar experience in developing a condolence 
archive? 
 
Have you received any advice from academia regarding collection development, 
processing, or exhibition of the collection? 
 
How did Special Collections handle ownership issues with items that were not 
necessarily intended to be preserved (ephemeral objects), but were temporary expressions 
of grief? 
 
How did you establish copyright? Has anyone ever asked for their materials back? 
 
Do you envision the meaning of this collection (as a condolence archive) changing in the 
future (into perhaps a research-oriented collection)? 
 
As mass casualty events are becoming ever more prevalent in the United States, have you 
considered writing a guide or documenting the appraisal/collection development process 
used by the Virginia Tech archives in 2007? 
 
Have you offered any advice to archivists faced with developing a similar collection after 
a tragic event? 
 
With the 10 year anniversary approaching in 2017, do you expect to ingest many more 
items related to the shooting? Will these items be included in the condolence archives, or 
more of a “remembrance” collection? 
 
Are there any plans to exhibit materials for the 10 year anniversary? Would you contact 
the families of victims for their input? 
 
As 8 years have now passed since the event, do you look back and consider different 
courses of action and/or appraisal for the collection? 
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APPENDIX V – COLLECTION DEVELOPMENT POLICY 
 
Criteria for Selection of Materials for the Permanent Prevail Archive 
 
1. Reflections of popular culture—what Marshall Fishwick, professor of popular 
culture, might find interesting, e.g., there are very marked differences in banners 
from California vs. Texas vs. Northeast 
2. Sociological interest—e.g., Columbine survivors, places impacted by other 
tragedies, people mentioning their experiences of loss through violence, their 
thoughts on related issues (e.g. gun control, mental health services), or cards from 
people incarcerated, materials reflecting incredible impact of this event on people 
of all ages 
3. Personal messages to victims or to Cho included on the item. Note: items that are 
specifically and uniquely designated for a particular person or family would be 
directed to them. 
4. Materials that help to personalize those whose lives were lost 
5. Materials from Student Senate, UUSA, Student Government, or similar groups at 
other institutions of particular interest to UUSA 
6. The weird, outliers—Library of Congress staff emphasized this 
7. Aesthetics—especially attractive or expressive materials 
8. Materials from engineering schools in other places that expressed a special 
connection to our engineering school. 
9. Materials from Depts. of Foreign Language and Literature as that was a 
department with two classes attacked during the shootings (Note: We actually 
received a set of materials sent to our Dept. of Foreign Language and Literature) 
10. Materials from Resident Advisers—one of the first 2 victims was a resident 
adviser 
11. Unique and special materials—flag flown in Iraq, flag flown at half mast over 
Statue of Liberty, Washington Nationals autographed VT hats worn at their game, 
lighted sign created by VT students, T-shirts created by other institutions to sell 
and raise money for Hokie Spirit fund 
12. Things from institutions like us—SCHEV peers, ACC peers, other “Tech” or A & 
M schools 
13. Things from institutions different from us—Harvard, Stanford 
14. Cross-section of materials from various types of places—church groups, 
businesses, civic group, home school. 
15. Geography—international materials, materials signed in many different 
languages, materials from Korea or Koreans, materials demonstrating 
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APPENDIX VI – FIGURES  
FIGURE 1: THANK YOU NOTE SENT BY UNIVERSITY UNION STUDENT ACTIVITIES 
FRONT OF CARD 
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FIGURE 4: HAND-DRAWN HANDKERCHIEF FROM A PRISONER 
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